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ABSTRACT
T his  p a p e r  a p p ro a ch e s  t h r e e  o f  I b s e n ' s  l a s t  p r o t a g o n i s t s - -  
H a lv a rd  S o ln e s s  i n  The M a s te r  B u i l d e r , Jo h n  G a b r i e l  Borkman i n  
Jo h n  G a b r i e l  Borkman, and A rn o ld  Rubek i n  When We Dead Awaken- -  
a s  s t u d i e s  i n  th e  " p a ra d o x  o f  g r e a t n e s s . "  These men were a l l  
doomed by th e  v e r y  " g r e a t n e s s "  t h a t  r a i s e d  them above o t h e r  men 
b e ca u se  i n  so  d o in g  i t  c o n f r o n t e d  them w ith  q u e s t i o n s  o f  p e r s o n a l  
r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  t h a t  were u n an sw erab le  and m ora l c h o ic e s  t h a t  were 
u l t i m a t e l y  p a r a d o x i c a l .
T h e i r  p e r s o n a l  h i s t o r i e s  p o i n t  to  f a i l u r e ,  a l t h o u g h ,  i r o n i ­
c a l l y ,  th e y  a l l  s a c r i f i c e d  lo v e  and o r d in a r y  " h a p p i n e s s "  to  a c h ie v e  
th e  s p e c i a l  k in d  o f  s u c c e s s  ( i n  te rm s o f  s e l f - f u l f i l l m e n t  o r  r e a l i z a ­
t i o n  o f  t h e i r  s p e c i a l  t a l e n t s )  th e y  f e l t  c o u ld  and sh o u ld  be t h e i r s .  
I n  o th e r  w ords , t h e i r  s e n se  o f  m is s io n  seemed t o  demand o f  them a 
w i th d ra w a l  from love  and a d e n i a l  o f  commitment t o  o t h e r s ,  y e t  i t  
was t h i s  l o s s  o f  hum anity  t h a t  k e p t  them from f u l f i l l i n g  th e m se lv e s  
and t h e i r  m i s s i o n s .
P a r t  o f  th e  b u rd en  o f  t h i s  p a p e r  must be to  a s s e s s  I b s e n ' s  
judgm ent o f  t h e s e  men. A lth o u g h  t h e i r  f a i l u r e  and s u f f e r i n g - - a s  
w e l l  a s  th e  s u f f e r i n g  th e y  c a u se d  o t h e r s — c a n ,  i n d e e d ,  be t r a c e d  
t o  d e c i s i o n s  made much e a r l i e r  i n  t h e i r  l i v e s ,  I b s e n  c a n n o t  condemn 
any more th a n  he can  condone th e  c h o ic e s  th e y  made. He f i n d s  them 
u n p a rd o n a b ly  g u i l t y  o f  h a v in g  k i l l e d  lo v e  i n  o t h e r s ,  b u t  he w i l l  
n o t  say  t h a t  th e y  were wrong to  s a c r i f i c e  a s  th e y  d i d ,  b e l i e v i n g  in  
t h e i r  own n o b i l i t y  o f  p u r p o s e .  He has  no answ er t o  th e  p a r a d o x ic a l  
p rob lem  o f  g r e a t n e s s ;  he can  o n ly  s u g g e s t  t h a t  g r e a t n e s s  h a s  i t s  
p r i c e  o
B e fo re  ex am in ing  th e  t h r e e  p la y s  i n  t u r n ,  t h i s  p a p e r  s e t s  
down some p r e l i m i n a r i e s  t h a t  a r e  e s s e n t i a l  to  a c l e a r  and m eaning­
f u l  p r e s e n t a t i o n  o f  th e  t h e s i s .  F i r s t ,  a  b r i e f  backg round  o f  th e  
ch an g in g  c r i t i c a l  a p p ro a ch e s  to  Ib s e n  w i l l  h e lp  th e  r e a d e r  p la c e  
t h i s  s tu d y  w i th in  th e  framework o f  I b s e n  c r i t i c i s m  and to  see  t h a t  
th e  em phasis  h e re  f a l l s  on th e  m o ra l  d im en s io n  i n  I b s e n ’ s work (and 
w ha t,  e x a c t l y ,  t h a t  i s  t a k e n  to  m ean ) . Second , i t  i s  im p o r ta n t  to  
d e f i n e ,  as  b e s t  we c a n ,  te rm s  such  a s  " g r e a t n e s s , "  " d u t y , "  and 
" r e s p o n s i b i l i t y . "  T h i rd ,  th e  e x c l u s i o n  o f  L i t t l e  E y o l f  from t h i s  
s tu d y  ( a l th o u g h  t h a t  p la y  a p p e a re d  betw een The M a s te r  B u i l d e r  and 
Jo h n  G a b r i e l  Borkman) m ust be f u l l y  e x p l a i n e d .
T here  fo l lo w  s e p a r a t e  c o n s i d e r a t i o n s  o f  th e  p r o t a g o n i s t s  in  
th e  p la y s :  t h r e e  p o r t r a i t s  o f  g r e a t n e s s ,  f la w e d ,  and o f  s u f f e r i n g .
These d i s c u s s i o n s  a l l  l e a d  t o  th e  c o n c lu s io n  t h a t  w h i le  I b s e n  may n o t  
a lw ays  adm ire  S o ln e s s ,  Borkman, o r  Rubek, he does  rem a in  s y m p a th e t ic  
t o  them i n  t h e i r  s t r u g g l e  a s  e x c e p t i o n a l  men, and he does im ply t h a t  
th e  p r i c e  o f  g r e a t n e s s  may be w orth  p a y in g .
i i i
WHAT PRICE GREATNESS? : A STUDY OF THE PROTAGONISTS IN
THREE PLAYS BY HENRIK IBSEN— THE MASTER BUILDER, 
JOHN GABRIEL BORKMAN., AND WHEN WE. DEAD AWAKEN
Through th e  h i s t o r i e s  o f  th e  p r o t a g o n i s t s  i n  The M as te r  
B u i ld e r  (1 8 9 2 ) ,  Jo h n  G a b r i e l  Borkman (1 8 9 6 ) ,  and When We Dead 
Awaken (1 8 9 9 ) ,  I b s e n  e x p lo r e s  p rob lem s o f  m o ra l  c h o ic e  and q u e s t i o n s  
o f  p e r s o n a l  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  t h a t  c o n f r o n t  th e  e x c e p t i o n a l  i n d i v i d u a l .  
I n  a l l  t h r e e  c a s e s ,  he  f i n d s  t h a t  th e  q u e s t i o n s  o f  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  
can  n e v e r  be f u l l y  o r  a d e q u a te ly  answ ered  and th e  p rob lem s o f  m o ra l  
d e c i s i o n  a re  u l t i m a t e l y  p a r a d o x i c a l .  The p u rp o se  o f  th e  p r e s e n t  
s tu d y  i s  t o  examine t h i s  p a ra d o x - -w h ic h  we w i l l  c a l l  t h e  " p a rad o x  
o f  g r e a t n e s s " — as i t  i s  p r e s e n te d  and d e v e lo p e d  i n  th e  t h r e e  p la y s  
u n d e r  c o n s i d e r a t i o n .
S in c e  so much h a s  b een  w r i t t e n  ab o u t  I b s e n ,  a  b r i e f  a c c o u n t  
f i r s t  o f  th e  ch an g in g  p e r s p e c t i v e s  on h i s  work w i l l  e n a b le  th e  
r e a d e r  t o  see  t h i s  ap p ro a ch  i n  r e l a t i o n  to  th e  v a s t  body o f  I b s e n  
c r i t i c i s m .
The n a tu r e  o f  H e n r ik  I b s e n ’ s l i t e r a r y  r e p u t a t i o n  h a s  s h i f t e d
c o n s id e r a b ly  s i n c e  h i s  d e a th  i n  1906. I n  h i s  own d a y ,  I b s e n  was
re g a rd e d  as  an i c o n o c l a s t  and an u n r e l e n t i n g  s o c i a l  r e f o r m e r . ^  The
a p p e a ra n c e  o f  p la y s  such  a s  A D o l l ’s H o u se , G h o s t s , An Enemy o f  th e
P e o p le , and The Wild Duck b ro u g h t  g r e a t  e x c i t e m e n t  and p r a i s e  from
th e  I b s e n i t e s ,  who saw i n  them m a in ly  a c h a l l e n g e  to  " th e  s a n c t i t y
o f  m a r r i a g e ,  th e  o m n isc ien c e  o f  th e  c h u rc h ,  th e  e f f i c a c y  o f  i d e a l i s m ,
th e  p r o b i t y  o f  c o n s t i t u t e d  a u t h o r i t y ,  th e  wisdom o f  th e  ’compact 
2m a j o r i t y . ’" H is  em in en t  s u p p o r t e r s  i n  th e  l a s t  c e n t u r y ,  th e
' k'.: .
2
i n t e l l e c t u a l s  George B ern a rd  Shaw and Georg B ra n d e s ,  saw I b s e n  i n
3
th e  r o l e  o f  p r e a c h e r :  Shaw exam ined th e  " l e s s o n s ” o f  th e  p l a y s ;
B randes  em phasized  th e  e s s e n t i a l l y  p o le m ic a l  q u a l i t y  o f  I b s e n ’ s 
w o rk .^
A lth o u g h  I b s e n  h i m s e l f  had  s a i d  i n  a  now famous sp ee c h  b e f o r e
th e  N orw egian  Women’s R ig h ts  League i n  May, 1898, " I  h av e  b e en  more
o f  a  p o e t  and l e s s  o f  a s o c i a l  p h i lo s o p h e r  th a n  p e o p le  g e n e r a l l y
seem i n c l i n e d  t o  b e l ie v e ," " *  i t  was n o t  u n t i l  t w e n t i e t h - c e n t u r y  I b s e n
s tu d y  was w e l l  u n d e r  way t h a t  t h i s  s t a t e m e n t  was t a k e n  s e r i o u s l y .
I n  1928, H a lvdan  Koht w ro te  i n  h i s  b io g ra p h y  o f  I b s e n  t h a t  " t o o  many
have  a t te m p te d  to  make h im  a  t h i n k e r  o r  a  p h i l o s o p h e r ,  a  s o c i a l
6c r i t i c  o r  a  s o c i a l  r e f o r m e r . "  S u b seq u en t c r i t i c i s m  b eg an  t o  t u r n  
away from th e  s e a r c h  f o r  s o c i a l  and m o ra l  i n s t r u c t i o n  i n  I b s e n ' s  
p l a y s .  P a r t  o f  t h i s  s h i f t  w as, no d o u b t ,  due t o  th e  c o n t i n u i n g  
p o p u l a r i t y  o f  I b s e n ’s p la y s  lo n g  a f t e r  th e  s o c i a l  dogmas he a t t a c k e d  
i n  n i n e t e e n t h - c e n t u r y  Europe had c e a s e d  t o  e x i s t  a s  s u c h .  C r i t i c s  
were fo r c e d  to  a c c o u n t  f o r  th e  s u r v i v a l  o f  I b s e n ' s  p la y s  by  lo o k in g  
beyond h i s  i n s i g h t s  i n t o  s o c i a l  and p o l i t i c a l  q u e s t i o n s .  T h is  r e ­
v a l u a t i o n  o f  I b s e n ’ s c o n t r i b u t i o n  t o  th e  drama to o k  two b a s i c  form s:
on th e  one h an d , a p p r e c i a t i o n  o f  h i s  t e c h n iq u e  a s  a  jou rneym an  dram a-
7 g
t i s t ;  on th e  o t h e r  h an d , r e c o g n i t i o n  o f  I b s e n  a s  a  p o e t ,  r e g a r d l e s s
o f  w h e th e r  he was w r i t i n g  i n  v e r s e  o r  i n  p r o s e „
These a p p ro a ch e s  to  I b s e n ’s p la y s  have  done much t o  f r e e  h im
from  th e  r o l e  o f  sco u rg e  o f  n i n e t e e n t h - c e n t u r y  E u ropean  s o c i e t y  and
t o  r e i n s t a t e  h im  a t  an  a r t i s t i c  l e v e l .  As James F in n  s u g g e s te d  i n  h i s
9 f 10 r e v ie w  o f  Koht s L i f e  o f  I b s e n  and Meyer s I b s e n :
We now sm ile  c o n d e s c e n d in g ly  a t  th e  f a tu o u s  id e a  t h a t  G hosts  i s  
a b o u t  s y p h i l i s ,  t h a t  n o t io n  b e in g  s u f f i c i e n t  f o r  th e  l e s s  s o ­
p h i s t i c a t e d  o f  o u r  f o r e b e a r s ;  b u t  .such v iew s  a r e  a  lo n g  t im e  
d y in g .  There  a r e  s t i l l  p e o p le  who w ish  t o  t r e a t  A D o l l 1s House 
and Hedda G a b le r  as  i f  I b s e n  were an  e a r l y  e n l i s t m e n t  i n  Women's 
L i b .  There  i s  n o th in g  I b s e n  would have  s c o rn e d  m ore , as  h i s  
v e r d i c t  on c o n te m p o ra r ie s  who were so tem pted  makes c l e j j ,  and 
n o th in g  l e s s  j u s t i f i e d  by th e  p r o g r e s s i o n  o f  h i s  p la y s*
In d e e d ,  th e  v iew  o f  I b s e n  as  s o c i a l  com m entator on such  m a t t e r s  as 
th e  r o l e  o f  women, th e  p o s i t i o n  o f  th e  c h u rc h ,  and p r e v a l e n t  a t t i ­
tu d e s  tow ard  sex  i s  now g e n e r a l l y  r e j e c t e d  as  s h o r t - s i g h t e d  and
s u p e r f i c i a l .  But t h i s  sh o u ld  n o t  mean th e  r e j e c t i o n  o f  th e  e s s e n -
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t i a l l y  m ora l c o n c e rn  t h a t  p e rv a d e s  h i s  w ork . I  would a g re e  w i th
T. F .  D r i v e r ' s  p rem ise  f o r  h i s  s tu d y  o f  I b s e n :
One may e r r  i n  f i n d i n g  o n ly  th e  p r o p a g a n d i s t  i n  I b s e n .  One may 
e r r  i n  ju d g in g  him o n ly  by th e  r e a l i s t i c  p la y s  o f  th e  m idd le  
p e r i o d ,  f o r  w hich he h a s  become most fam ous, and by s e e in g  
th e s e  as  "p rob lem " p l a y s .  Y et even  when one has  a d j u s t e d  h i s  
s i g h t s  and looked  a t  th e  whole o f  I b s e n ' s  l i f e  and w ork, he 
w i l l  f in d  t h a t  th e  e lem en t o f  p o e t i c  a c c e p ta n c e  i n  I b s e n - i s  
everyw here  overshadow ed by th e  f a c t o r  o f  m o ra l  ju d g m en t.
T h is  d im en s io n  o f  I b s e n ' s  w o r k - - " th e  f a c t o r  o f  m ora l ju d g -  
m e n t " - - i s  n o t  a lw ays e a sy  to  s e p a r a t e  from s o c i a l - p o l i t i c a l  q u e s t i o n s  
i n  th e  p o p u la r  m id d le - p e r io d  p l a y s .  W hile t h e r e  i s  c e r t a i n l y  an 
u n d e r ly in g  m o ra l  c o n c e rn  i n  th o s e  p l a y s ,  i t  i s  d i r e c t e d  t o  th e  i n d i ­
v i d u a l ' s  r o l e  i n  s o c i e t y  and i s  th u s  i n e v i t a b l y  bound up w i th  t h e  
s o c i a l  o r d e r  i t s e l f .  But i n  th e  l a s t  p l a y s ,  th e  em phasis  s h i f t s  
from  th e  i n d i v i d u a l ' s  r e l a t i o n s h i p  to  s o c i e t y  t o  th e  i n d i v i d u a l  as  
he s e e s  h i m s e l f  and as he s e e k s  t o  f u l f i l l  h im s e lf*  Thus, prob lem s 
o f  m ora l c h o ic e  t u r n  inw ard  to  become what we w i l l  c a l l  q u e s t i o n s  o f  
" p e r s o n a l  m o r a l i t y . "  I t  i s  t h i s  p e r s o n a l  m o r a l i t y ,  which ab so rb ed  
I b s e n  in  h i s  l a t e r  y e a r s ,  t h a t  we w i l l  examine h e r e .
5Only r e c e n t l y  h a s  I b s e n  c r i t i c i s m  begun to  d i r e c t  i t s e l f
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s p e c i f i c a l l y  to  th e  f i n a l  p l a y s ,  which have b e en  g e n e r a l l y  r e g a rd e d
15(w i th  th e  p o s s i b l e  e x c e p t io n  o f  The 'M as te r  B u i l d e r ) as  l e s s e r  w o rk s .
I n i t i a l l y ,  th e y  s t i r r e d  i n t e r e s t  a s  a u t o b i o g r a p h i c a l  p o r t r a i t s  o f  th e
16a g in g  a r t i s t ,  m i r r o r s  o f  I b s e n  s f e a r s  and w o r r i e s  a b o u t  h i m s e l f .
C lo s e r  s c r u t i n y  o f  th e  l a s t  p l a y s ,  how ever, r e v e a l s  them to  be an
e x c e e d in g ly  im p o r ta n t  p a r t  o f  th e  I b s e n  can o n .  Not o n ly  a r e  t h e s e
h i s  f i n a l  words t o  h i s  p u b l i c ,  b u t  i n  them he e x p lo r e s  w i th  g r e a t e r
i n t e n s i t y  an d , I  b e l i e v e ,  w i th  k e e n e r  u n d e r s t a n d in g  th a n  b e f o r e ,  th e
i n n e r  r e c e s s e s  o f  th e  human mind and h e a r t .
I n  th e  t h r e e  p la y s  u n d e r  c o n s i d e r a t i o n ,  I b s e n  p ro b e s  th e  m ora l
dilemma o f  th e  man to u ch ed  by g r e a t n e s s .  " G r e a tn e s s ” c o n n o te s  a
s p e c i a l  c a p a c i t y  o r  t a l e n t ,  th e  g i f t  o f  u n u s u a l  im a g in a t io n  and g r e a t
v i s i o n .  I n  h i s  d i s c u s s i o n  o f  Jo h n  G a b r i e l  Borkman, Hermann Weigand
s u g g e s t s  t h a t  f o r  th e  a g in g ,  s c e p t i c a l  I b s e n ,  " g r e a t n e s s "  came to  d e -
17f i n e  i t s e l f  as  " t h e  c a p a c i t y  f o r  h o ld in g  g r e a t  i l l u s i o n s . "  I n  a
r e c e n t  s tu d y  o f  The M as te r  B u i l d e r , M ich ae l  Kaufman o f f e r s  a N ie tz s c h e a n
i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  o f  Ib s e n * s  p e r c e p t i o n  o f  human g r e a t n e s s  as " t h a t
q u a l i t y  o f  ’ so u ln e s s*  t h a t  u rg e s  th e  i n d i v i d u a l  beyond th e  n arrow
18h o r iz o n s  o f  c o n v e n t io n a l  a s s u m p t io n s . "
We a r e  n o t  t a l k i n g  e x c l u s i v e l y  a b o u t th e  a r t i s t * s  g r e a t n e s s  
h e r e ,  f o r  I b s e n  has t a k e n  c a r e  t o  make one o f  h i s  l a t e  p r o t a g o n i s t s ,  
Borkman, a f i n a n c i a l  w h e e l e r - d e a l e r  whose a f f i n i t y  i s  f o r  th e  m in es ,  
n o t  f o r  c a t h e d r a l  s p i r e s  o r  s to n e  s c u l p t u r e s .  P e rh a p s  i t  may n o t  be 
g o in g  to o  f a r  a f i e l d  to  t h i n k  o f  " g r e a t n e s s "  a s  t h e  A m erican  F .  S c o t t  
F i t z g e r a l d  w ro te  ab o u t  i t  i n  h i s  n o v e l s .  He d e s c r i b e d  J a y  G a tsby  as
a  man w i th  " a n  e x t r a o r d i n a r y  g i f t  f o r  h o p e ,  a  ro m a n t ic  r e a d i n e s s  . . 
some h e ig h te n e d  s e n s i t i v i t y  t o  th e  p ro m ise s  o f  l i f e ” ; he s a i d  o f  
Monroe S ta h r :  "He had f low n up v e r y  h ig h  t o  s e e ,  on s t r o n g  w in g s ,
when he was young. And w h i le  he was up t h e r e  he had lo o k ed  on a l l  
t h e  k ingdom s, w i th  th e  k in d  o f  e y es  t h a t  can  s t a r e  s t r a i g h t  i n t o  th e  
s u n . " 19
I b s e n  s e e s  th e  e x c e p t i o n a l  i n d i v i d u a l  a s  one who i s  p sy ch o -  \ 
l o g i c a l l y  com pelled  t o  s t r i v e  f o r  co m p le te  s e l f - r e a l i z a t i o n — t o  s e e k  
f u l f i l l m e n t  f o r  p e r s o n a l  r e a s o n s ,  a l th o u g h  he may be b e n e f i t i n g  
s o c i e t y  i n  th e  p r o c e s s  ( a s  a b u i l d e r ,  a s c u l p t o r ,  o r  a  s o c i a l l y -  
minded f i n a n c i e r  may) . Such a p e r s o n ,  I b s e n  su g g es ts^  i s  o f t e n  
fo r c e d  to  make s a c r i f i c e s  n o t  o n ly  i n  te rm s  o f  h i s  own p e r s o n a l  
" h a p p i n e s s ” ( a c c o r d in g  t o  th e  c o n v e n t i o n a l  u se  o f  th e  w o rd ) ,  b u t  a l s o  
i n  te rm s  o f  th e  l i v e s  o f  th o s e  c l o s e s t  t o  h im . H is  s u p e r i o r  q u a l i ­
t i e s  demand o f  th e  e x c e p t i o n a l  p e r s o n  a s e n s e  o f  m is s io n  t h a t  d e ­
p r i v e s  him  o f  some o f  h i s  h u m a n ity ,  t h a t  makes h im  a  l e s s - t h a n -  
co m p le te  human b e in g .  Not o n ly  m ust he s u f f e r ,  b u t  o t h e r s  must s u f f e r  . 
I t  i s  t im e we saw " th e  s t e r n  judgem ent o f  i n d i v i d u a l  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y "
and " th e  s c o r n  o f  i n a u t h e n t i c  l i v i n g  and th in k in g "  n o t  j u s t  as  " q u a l i -
20t i e s  o f  th e  a u th o r "  embodied i n  th e  p la y s  ( t o  q u o te  Jam es M cF arlane  ) ,  
b u t  as  c lu e s  t o  a c o n f l i c t  o f  b a s i c  im p o r tan c e  i n  I b s e n fs w ork .
To see  th e  c o n f l i c t  as  one be tw een  " c la im s  o f  v o c a t i o n  and o f  
21th e  p e r s o n a l  l i f e "  i s  t o  o v e r s i m p l i f y  and g r e a t l y  d im in i s h  th e  
p l a y s .  I n  th e  t h r e e  p la y s  u n d e r  c o n s i d e r a t i o n ,  I b s e n  e x p l o r e s  a m o ra l  
c o n f l i c t  be tw een  r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s :  th e  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  o f  th e  e x c e p ­
t i o n a l  p e r s o n  to  f u l f i l l  h i s  p o t e n t i a l  v e r s u s  h i s  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  o r
commitment to  a  p a r t i c u l a r  p e r s o n  c l o s e  to  h im . The q u e s t i o n  a t
hand becom es, th e n ,  w h e th e r  I b s e n  can  r e s o l v e  t h i s  dilemma o f  th e  
23" d i v i d e d  s o u l , "  t h a t  i s ,  u l t i m a t e l y ,  can  a m o ra l  v a lu e  be p la c e d
upon each  o f  t h e s e  c o n f l i c t i n g  r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s ?
I t  would be h e l p f u l  h e re  to  p o in t  t o  a  d i s t i n c t i o n  I b s e n
24
seems t o  draw be tw een  " r e s p o n s i b i l i t y "  a n d " d u t y . "  He s e e s  as
" d u t i e s "  th o s e  o b l i g a t i o n s  t h a t  come from o u t s i d e  th e  i n d i v i d u a l ;
th e s e  a r e  e x t e r n a l l y  d i c t a t e d  t o  h im  by th e  e x p e c t a t i o n s  o f  h i s
p a r t i c u l a r  s o c i e t y .  " R e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s , "  on th e  o t h e r  h a n d , a r e
o b l i g a t i o n s  to  o n e s e l f  and to  o t h e r s  t h a t  fo l lo w  from  m ora l s t a n d a r d s
w hich  have b e en ,  t o  some d e g r e e ,  i n t e r n a l i z e d  i n  th e  i n d i v i d u a l  ( a t
l e a s t  t o  th e  e x t e n t  t h a t  he f e e l s  he s h o u ld  conform  to  them) . I n
some o f  th e  e a r l i e r  p l a y s ,  I b s e n  had q u e s t i o n e d  o b l i g a t i o n s  im posed
by s o c i e t a l  norms o r  p a t t e r n s ,  by m o re s .  F o r  exam ple , o b v io u s ly ,  he
d id  n o t  c o n s id e r  i t  wrong f o r  Nora Helmer t o  l e a v e  h e r  husband and
fa m i ly  (A P o l i o s  House) and he  c e r t a i n l y  had  g ra v e  d o u b ts  o f  th e
r i g h t n e s s  o f  H e len  A l v i n g ’ s h a v in g  rem ained  w i th  th e  husband  sh e  d id
n o t  lo v e  (G h o s ts ) . These were o b l i g a t i o n s  d i c t a t e d  by s o c i e t y ,
" d u t i e s "  t h a t  w eighed upon th e  women i n  q u e s t i o n  ( " t h e  p a th  o f  d u ty  .
25
th e  c a l l  o f  d u ty  and o b e d ie n c e "  ) .  " D u ty ,"  i n  I b s e n  s p a r t i c u l a r
u sag e  o f  th e  te rm ,  becomes a r a t h e r  l o v e l e s s  w ord . We se e  t h i s  i n
The M as te r  B u i l d e r , when A l in e  S o ln e s s  goes t o  p r e p a r e  a room f o r
H i ld e  b ecau se  - " . i t 's  my s im p le  d u t y , "  and l a t e r  she  o f f e r s  t o  buy h e r
26some t h i n g s  i n  town b e c a u s e ,  a g a i n ,  " i t  s my s im p le  d u t y . "  I n  co n ­
t r a s t ,  H i l d e ,  g u id ed  by a  d e l i g h t  i n  s p o n t a n e i t y  and a  y e a r n in g  f o r  
l o v e ,  d e t e s t s  th e  mere word " d u ty " :  "Oh, I  c a n ’ t  s t a n d  t h a t  n a s t y ,
8b e a s t l y  w ord. . . .  I t  sounds so  c o ld  and s h a r p ,  l i k e  a  k n i f e .  D u ty , 
d u ty ,  d u ty !  D o n ' t  you f e e l  t h a t ,  too? T ha t i t — somehow—- p ie r c e s  
you?” (Act 2 ,  p .  1 7 2 ) .
A lth o u g h  A D o l l ' s  House and G hosts  s c a n d a l i z e d  many p e o p le "” /  
by q u e s t i o n in g  s o c i e t y ' s  e x p e c t a t i o n s ,  i n  t h e s e  p la y s  I b s e n  was 
a c t u a l l y  b e g in n in g  t o  r a i s e  more u n i v e r s a l  q u e s t i o n s  a b o u t  p e r s o n a l  
f reedom  and th e  se n se  o f  p e r s o n a l  i d e n t i t y .  He w as, i n  e f f e c t ,  sep a  
r a t i n g  s o c i a l  s e n se  o f  " d u ty ” from m o ra l  " r e s p o n s i b i l i t y "  o r  com m it-^  
mervt_J I n  th e  l a s t  p l a y s ,  he goes more d e e p ly  i n t o  th e  p ro b lem  o f  
p e r s o n a l  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y .  A l l  t h r e e  m ale  p r o t a g o n i s t s  o f  t h e  p l a y s - -  
H a lv a rd  S o ln e s s ,  Jo h n  G a b r i e l  Borkman, A rn o ld  R u b e k - - v i o l a t e  ( i n  
d i f f e r e n t  ways) t h e i r  commitment to  a n o th e r  human b e i n g ,  and a l l  
t h r e e  a r e  doomed. They a l l  w ithd raw  from human c o n t a c t  and lo v e ,  
e ac h  b e l i e v i n g  he h a s  a  m is s io n  to  a c c o m p l is h ,  and u l t i m a t e l y  eac h  
f o r f e i t s  th e  chance  f o r  " h a p p in e s s "  and t h r e a t e n s  h i s  own c r e a t i v e  
powers i n  th e  p ro c e s s  ( o r ,  i n  th e  c a s e  o f  Borkman, l o s e s  h i s  o p p o r ­
t u n i t y  to  e x e r c i s e  them) .
The h i s t o r i e s  o f  t h e s e  t h r e e  men, a l l  o f  whom f a i l  t o  r e a l i z e
th e m se lv e s  f u l l y  and a l l  o f  whom d ie  a s  l e s s - t h a n - c o m p l e t e  human
b e in g s  ( i n  th e  c a s e  o f  S o ln e s s  and more so Rubek, w i th  an  i n s i g h t  i n t o
what th e y  have  m issed  i n  l i f e ) ,  r a i s e  th e  l o g i c a l  q u e s t i o n :  what
sh o u ld  th e y  have  done? Does I b s e n  mean t h a t  th e y  s h o u ld  n o t  have
s a c r i f i c e d  lo v e  and p e r s o n a l  " h a p p in e s s "  f o r  th e  s a k e  o f  t h e i r  
27m is s io n s?  t h a t  lo v e  i s  in d e ed  th e  l i f e - g i v i n g  p r i n c i p l e  o f  a r t  and
28
t r u t h ?  I  t h i n k  n o t .  He s u g g e s t s  t h a t  w h ile  s a c r i f i c e s  c o u ld  n o t  
e n s u r e  t h e i r  s u c c e s s ,  g r e a t n e s s  must s e e k  i t s  f i n e s t  a c h ie v e m e n t .
9I  would a rg u e  t h a t  I b s e n  does  n o t  s ay  th e s e  men were w rong; r a t h e r ,
th e y  were fo r c e d  to  pay th e  p r i c e  o f  g r e a t n e s s . And a l t h o u g h  I b s e n
seemed u n a b le  t o  condone th e  f a i l u r e  t o  m eet m o ra l  r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s ,
he saw no way o u t .  He f e l t  t h e  p a r a d o x ic a l  n a t u r e  o f  t h e  p ro b lem  o f
g r e a t n e s s .  P e rh ap s  h i s  e p i lo g u e  i s  c a l l e d  When We Dead Awaken (and
h i s  p r o t a g o n i s t s  i n  th e  p la y s  d i s c u s s e d  h e r e  a l l  d i e  a t  t h e  end)
b e ca u se  he saw no r e a l  way o f  r e c o n c i l i n g  in  l i f e  th e  dilemma he had
come t o  u n d e r s t a n d .  I n  When We Dead Awaken, Rubek awakens o n ly  t o  d i e ;
i n  th e  o t h e r  p l a y s ,  th e  p r o t a g o n i s t s  a r e  v i t a l  men i n  t h e i r  l a s t  moments,
a s  d e a th  a p p r o a c h e s .
B efo re  p ro c e e d in g  t o  a  c l o s e  e x a m in a t io n  o f  S o l n e s s ,  Borkman,
and Rubek, i t  would seem i n  o r d e r  h e re  t o  e x p l a i n  t h e  c h o ic e  o f  p la y s
f o r  t h i s  s t u d y .  There  i s  l i t t l e  d i f f i c u l t y  i n  p o i n t i n g  t o  I b s e n ' s
" l a s t "  p l a y s ,  when we compare The M a s te r  B u i l d e r , J o h n  G a b r i e l  Borkman,
and When We Dead Awaken w i th  e a r l i e r  w o r k s - - t h e i r  g r e a t e r  e x p l o r a t i o n
o f  p s y c h o lo g i c a l  r a t h e r  th a n  s o c i a l  p ro b le m s ,  a s  w e l l  a s  t h e i r  h e a v i e r  
29use  o f  sy m b o ls .  T ha t t h e s e  p la y s  form  a f i n a l  g roup  i s  s u p p o r te d
by th e  d r a m a t i s t ^  own te s t im o n y :  "You a r e  b a s i c a l l y  r i g h t  when
you say  t h a t  th e  s e r i e s  which i s  co n c lu d e d  by th e  e p i lo g u e  [ i . e . ,
When We Dead A w a k e n a c t u a l l y  beg an  w i th  The M a s te r  B u i l d e r  " ( I b s e n f s
v 30
l e t t e r  to  Count M o r i tz  P r o z o r ,  March 5 ,  1 9 0 0 ) .  More n o t a b l e  h e re  
i s  o u r  c o n sp ic u o u s  e x c l u s i o n  o f  A l f r e d  A l lm e r s ,  t h e  p r o t a g o n i s t  i n  
L i t t l e  E y o l f  (1 8 9 4 ) ,  th e  p la y  t h a t  a p p ea re d  b e tw een  The M a s te r  B u i l d e r  
and Jo h n  G a b r ie l  Borkman.
A c l e a r  c a s e  c an  be made f o r  n o t  a d m i t t i n g  A llm e rs  i n t o  th e  
company o f  S o ln e s s ,  Borkman, and Rubek. He la c k s  t h e  s t a t u r e ,  th e
g ra n d e u r ,  th e  " g r e a t n e s s ” o f  th e  o t h e r s .  To b e g in  w i th ,  he seems i n ­
s i n c e r e :  h i s  t a l k  o f  h i s  g r e a t  r e v e l a t i o n  up on th e  m o u n ta in  p e a k s ,
o f  some day d i s a p p e a r i n g  b ack  up th e  m o u n ta in  when h i s  " s u c c e s s o r "
31(p resu m ab ly  E y o l f )  has  come t o  c a r r y  o u t  h i s  w ork, h a s  a  h o l lo w  
r i n g .  The more we see  o f  A l lm e r s ,  th e  more r i d i c u l o u s  such  words b e ­
come. With h i s  w i f e ,  R i t a ,  and w i th  A s t a ,  A l lm e rs  b eh av es  l i k e  a 
s p o i l e d  c h i l d ,  b lam ing  ev e ry o n e  e l s e  when so m eth in g  goes w rong. 
A l lm e r s f s e l f - d e l u s i o n  i s  so  t r a n s p a r e n t  and h i s  supposed  m is s io n  
( i r o n i c a l l y ,  to  w r i t e  a book on "Human R e s p o n s i b i l i t y " ) ,  i n  which he 
h a s  o b v io u s ly  made no p r o g r e s s  a t  a l l  ( n o r  i s  t h e r e  r e a s o n  to  b e l i e v e  
he e v e r  w i l l ) ,  seems so  im p o s s ib le  t h a t  he  a p p e a r s  t o  be  a f r a u d .
I  would a g re e  w i th  Weigand t h a t  w hereas  Borkman*s s e l f - d e l u s i o n
e l i c i t s  o u r  "co m pass ion  and aw e,"  th e  s e l f - d e c e p t i o n  o f  A llm ers  e a r n s
32him o n ly  o u r  " c o n te m p t ."  A llm e rs  i s  l e s s  o f  a  h e r o i c  f i g u r e ,  more
o f  a  c o m i c - p a t h e t i c  f i g u r e  who rem inds  us o f  o ld  E kda l i n  The Wild
D uck . V a len cy  d e s c r i b e s  A llm e rs  a s  " a  n e u r o t i c ,  p r e t e n t i o u s  man o f
c o n s i d e r a b l e  s e n s i t i v i t y ,  c o m ic a l ly  s e l f - c e n t e r e d ,  whose m a n ifo ld
sh o r tc o m in g s  a r e  b ro u g h t  s h a r p ly  i n t o  v iew  by th e  m e lo d ra m a tic  p o s -
33t u r e s  he  a f f e c t s . "
The p la y  L i t t l e  E y o l f  d e a l s  more w i th  g u i l t  ( f o r  th e  c r i p ­
p l i n g  and d e a th  o f  E y o l f )  th a n  w i th  th e  p ro b lem  o f  g r e a t n e s s ,  more 
w i th  s e l f - d e l u s i o n  th a n  w i th  g ran d  i l l u s i o n .  T h e r e f o r e ,  a l th o u g h  
th e  e n d in g  o f  th e  p la y  p r e s e n t s  a p o s s i b i l i t y ,  though  n o t  e n t i r e l y
c o n v in c in g ,  o f  com prom ise, th e  p la y  i s  n o t  a t  a l l  an answ er t o  th e
34dilemma o f  g r e a t n e s s  we a r e  c o n s i d e r i n g  h e r e .  L i t t l e  E y o l f  i s  n o t
35a b o u t  th e  "p a ra d o x  o f  th e  engaged p e r s o n a l i t y "  f o r  whom lo v e  i s  a t
t h e  same tim e  th e  o b s t a c l e  t o  d e d i c a t i o n  and th e  n e c e s s a r y  e lem en t  
f o r  r e a c h in g  a  supreme g o a l .  A llm ers  may be w e l l  m ean ing , b u t  he 
l a c k s  th e  a b i l i t y  and th e  c h a r a c t e r  t o  f u l f i l l  th e  k in d s  o f  e x p e c t a ­
t i o n s  he a l lo w s  o t h e r s  t o  h o ld  f o r  h im ; u l t i m a t e l y ,  he m ust c o n f r o n t  
h i s  own in a d e q u a c y .  ( In a d e q u a c y  i s  n o t  th e  p ro b lem  o f  Borkman and 
Rubek; f o r  S o ln e s s ,  t h e r e  i s  a f e a r  t h a t  he may n o t  be a d e q u a te  to  
h i s  g rand  d ream s, b u t  t h i s  i s  an  im ag ined  in a d e q u a c y . )
E x c lu d in g  L i t t l e  E y o l f , we move now to  exam ine th e  p rob lem  o f
g r e a t n e s s  i n  The M as te r  B u i l d e r , Jo h n  G a b r i e l  Borkman, and When We
Dead Awaken- - t o  u n d e r s ta n d  th e  p o t e n t i a l  g r e a t n e s s  o f  t h r e e  men, why
th e y  f a i l ,  and w h a t,  t a k e n  t o g e t h e r ,  t h e i r  p e r s o n a l  h i s t o r i e s  s u g g e s t .
F o r  i t  i s  c u r io u s  t h a t  i n  a l l  t h r e e  c a s e s  we e n c o u n te r  a  m id d le -a g e d
( S o ln e s s )  t o  o l d e r  (Borkman, Rubek) man whose l i f e  m ust be co u n ted
a  f a i l u r e ;  we meet each  a t  a  moment o f  c r i s i s  t h a t  p r e c i p i t a t e s  h i s
d e a t h ,  y e t  th e  p la y s  do n o t  end on a  gloomy n o t e .  R a t h e r ,  t h e r e  i s
a t  th e  end a f e e l i n g  o f  e l a t i o n ,  o f  i n s p i r e d ,  renewed c o n f id e n c e  in
36th e  v a lu e  o f  human e n d e a v o r .
At th e  o u t s e t  o f  o u r  s tu d y ,  we sh o u ld  em phas ize  t h a t  d e s p i t e  
t h e  s i m i l a r i t i e s  among th e  p r o t a g o n i s t s ,  th e y  a r e  r e a l l y  t h r e e  d i f f e ­
r e n t  men who must be r e g a rd e d  a s  i n d i v i d u a l s  i f  we a r e  to  a r r i v e  a t  
a  c l e a r  c o n c e p t io n  o f  e a c h .  They a r e  n o t  one man p la c e d  i n  t h r e e  
d i f f e r e n t  s e t t i n g s ,  n o r  a r e  th e  p la y s  t h r e e  v e r s i o n s  o f  th e  same 
s t o r y .  A lth o u g h  th e  men have much i n  common, a s  do th e  p a th s  th e y  
fo l lo w  (w hich  i s  n o t  s u r p r i s i n g ,  s i n c e  t h e r e  i s  a  g r e a t  d e a l  o f  I b s e n  
h i m s e l f  i n  e a c h ) ,  no one judgm ent can  be made o f  a l l  o f  them . P a r t  
o f  th e  b u rd e n  o f  t h i s  p a p e r  w i l l  be t o  p o i n t  o u t  t h e  d i f f e r e n c e s  among
S o ln e s s ,  Borkman, and Rubek, and f u r t h e r ,  to  show t h a t  Borkman, who 
may n o t  a p p e a r  t o  be o f  th e  same g ran d  mold (b e c a u se  o f  h i s  c r im e  
o f  em bezzlem ent and h i s  y e a r s  i n  j a i l ,  b ecau se  o f  h i s  a t t a c h m e n t  to  
money, r a t h e r  th a n  a r t ) , does  b e lo n g  w i th  th e  o t h e r  two l a s t  g r e a t  
I b s e n  h e r o e s . To t h i s  en d ,  I  would l i k e  to  d e a l  f i r s t  w i th  S o ln e s s ,  
t h e n  Rubek, th e n  Borkman.
Much o f  th e  i n t e r e s t  i n  The M as te r  B u i l d e r  h a s  c e n t e r e d  on 
I b s e n  h i m s e l f ,  r a t h e r  th a n  on h i s  p l a y .  " P u t  b l u n t l y , "  s ay s  M ich ae l  
M eyer, "The M as te r  B u i ld e r  seemed p r i m a r i l y  to  be a  p la y  a b o u t  s e x ;  
one d id  n o t  need to  w a i t  f o r  F reu d  to  be made u n easy  by a l l  t h a t  t a l k  
a b o u t  th e  b e a u ty  o f  to w ers  and s p i r e s "  ( I n t r o d u c t i o n  t o  th e  p l a y ,  p .  112) 
By th e  tim e  t h i s  p la y  a p p e a re d ,  I b s e n  was s i x t y - f o u r  y e a r s  o ld  and had 
b e en  w r i t i n g  p la y s  f o r  more th a n  f o r t y  y e a r s . S in c e  h i s  work was 
known to  be somewhat a u t o b i o g r a p h i c a l  (he  h i m s e l f  had s a i d  t h a t
37B r a n d - - i n  th e  p la y  B ra n d , 1865--w as " m y s e l f ,  i n  my b e s t  moments" ) ,
i t  i s  n o t  s u r p r i s i n g  t h a t  The M a s te r  B u i ld e r  was g r e e t e d  w i th  much
c u r i o s i t y  and s p e c u l a t i o n  a b o u t  what i n  I b s e n * s  l i f e  would have le d
him t o  w r i t e  a  p la y  so f i l l e d  w i th  s e x u a l  m e tap h o r and th e  power o f  a
38young g i r l  to  i n s p i r e  an  a g in g ,  r e s t l e s s  a r t i s t .  But w h i le  such  
b i o g r a p h i c a l  in f o r m a t io n  may be h e l p f u l  to  a  f u l l  a p p r e c i a t i o n  o f  th e  
p l a y ,  i t  sh o u ld  n o t  be a l lo w ed  to  draw o u r  a t t e n t i o n  away from 
m a s te r  b u i l d e r  S o ln e s s  and how he a s s e r t s  h i m s e l f  i n  a  f i n a l  moment 
o f  c o u rag e  b e f o r e  he d i e s .
B e a r in g  i n  mind (a s  we must th ro u g h o u t  t h i s  t r e a tm e n t  o f  th e  
p la y s  a s  " l i t e r a t u r e " )  t h a t  I b s e n  in te n d e d  h i s  p la y s  f o r  p e r fo rm a n c e ,
we can  o b se rv e  i n  The M a s te r  B u i ld e r  h i s  s k i l l f u l  d ra m a tu rg y  a t  w ork , 
e s p e c i a l l y  i n  A ct 1, as  he p r e p a r e s  f o r  th e  h e r o ' s  e n t r a n c e .
From th e  b e g in n in g  o f  th e  p l a y ,  we know t h a t  H a lv a rd  S o ln e s s  
i s  no o r d in a r y  man. I n  th e  o p en in g  scen e  i n  th e  d raw in g  o f f i c e ,  we 
s e n s e  th e  power he e x e r c i s e s  o v e r  young R ag n a r ,  h i s  d ra u g h ts m a n ,  h i s  
b o o k k e e p e r  K a ja ,  even  o ld  Knut B ro v ik ,  h i s  fo rm er em ployer now s e r v i n g  
a s  S o l n e s s '  a s s i s t a n t .  As th e  p la y  o p e n s ,  K a ja  and R agnar a r e  u r g in g  
th e  o ld  and now a i l i n g  B ro v ik  to  le a v e  h i s  work f o r  a w h i l e ,  b u t  
B ro v ik  i n s i s t s :  " I 'm  .not g o in g  b e f o r e  he comes I T h is  e v e n in g  I 'm
g o in g  t o  have i t  o u t  w i t h - - "  ( th e  s t a g e  d i r e c t i o n  h e r e  i s  " B i t t e r l y " )  
" - - w i t h  h im . The m a s te r  b u i l d e r ) "  ( p .  1 3 4 ) .  And K a j a ' s  w a rn in g ,
"S sh !  I  can  h e a r  him coming up th e  s t e p s , ” r i v e t s  o u r  a t t e n t i o n  on 
th e  a p p r o a c h in g , f i g u r e  o f  H a lv a rd  S o ln e s s ,  who seems to  h o ld  i n  h i s  
hands th e  f a t e  o f  th e s e  t h r e e  p e o p le .
S o ln e s s  makes h i s  g ran d  e n t r a n c e — " a n  o l d i s h  man, s t r o n g  and 
v i g o r o u s , "  a s  I b s e n  d e s c r i b e s  h im  ( p .  1 3 4 ) .  I n  th e  exchange  t h a t  
fo l lo w s  we see  n o t  o n ly  o ld  B r o v i k ' s  h a t r e d  and r e s e n tm e n t  o f  S o ln e s s ,  
who d i s p l a c e d  him  as  an a r c h i t e c t  and s t a n d s  i n  t h e  way o f  h i s  s o n 's  
f u t u r e ,  b u t  a v e r y  t e l l i n g  p o r t r a i t  o f  S o ln e s s  h i m s e l f .
A lth o u g h  he  i s  o b v io u s ly  a " s u c c e s s "  i n  h i s  v o c a t i o n ,  he seems 
n e i t h e r  happy n o r  s a t i s f i e d ;  we f e e l  h i s  i n s e c u r i t y ,  h i s  r e s t l e s s n e s s  
and a n x i e t y .  F i r s t ,  he l o s e s  h i s  p a t i e n c e  when he h e a r s  t h a t  a young 
c o u p le  a r e  p r e s s i n g  him  f o r  d raw ings  f o r  t h e i r  p ro p o se d  v i l l a :  "Oh,
y e s ,  y e s .  I  know t h a t  s o r t .  T h e y ' l l  t a k e  a n y th in g  w i th  fo u r  w a l l s  
and a r o o f  o v e r  i t .  Anywhere t o  l a y  t h e i r  h e a d s . T h a t ' s  n o t  what I  
c a l l  a home. I f  t h a t ' s  what th e y  w a n t,  l e t  them go to  someone e l s e .  .
I ' d  r a t h e r  t h a t  th a n  b u i l d  r u b b i s h ” ( p .  135) • Y e t ,  when B ro v ik  
s u g g e s t s  t h a t  R agnar t a k e  on t h e  c o n t r a c t ,  S o ln e s s  r e s p o n d s  w i th  
such  vehem ence, such  e x a g g e r a te d  c o n c e rn  f o r  h i s  own s t a t u s ,  t h a t  h e  
sounds  n o t  a t  a l l  l i k e  a  " m a s te r  b u i l d e r . "  B r o v ik 1s p l e a  u n le a s h e s  
from  S o ln e s s  a  t o r r e n t  o f  b i t t e r n e s s  t h a t  s tem s c l e a r l y  from  a  d e e p -  
s e a t e d  f e a r  o f  th e  y o u n g e r  g e n e r a t i o n ' s  s u p p l a n t i n g  him  ( a s  he su p ­
p l a n t e d  o ld  B ro v ik ) :  " (L au g h s  b i t t e r l y )  So t h a t ' s  i t !  H a lv a rd
S o ln e s s  i s  to  r e t i r e  I R e t i r e  t o  make way f o r  y o u n g er  men! ■for 
a p p r e n t i c e s !  Make way f o r  th e  young! Make way! Make way! . . .
I  s h a l l  n e v e r  g iv e  way! I  s h a l l  n e v e r  make way f o r  anyone!  Not o f  
my own f r e e  w i l l .  N ev e r ,  n e v e r ! "  ( p .  1 3 8 ) .  When BrOvik begs  t h a t  he 
a t  l e a s t  be a l lo w ed  t o  d i e  i n  p eace  b e l i e v i n g  i n  h i s  s o n ' s  f u t u r e ,  
S o ln e s s  c o l d l y ,  b r u t a l l y  r e f u s e s  t o  s i g n  th e  p a p e r s  t h a t  would e n a b le  
R agnar t o  s t r i k e  o u t  on h i s  own. And S o ln e s s  h a s  power enough o v e r  
b o th  o f  h i s  a s s i s t a n t s  t o  t e l l  B r o v ik ,  "You m ust d i e  a s  b e s t  you 
can** ( p .  1 3 9 ) .
D e s p i t e  h i s  own d o u b ts  and a n x i e t i e s ,  S o ln e s s  e x e r c i s e s  
s i m i l a r ,  p e rh a p s  ev en  g r e a t e r ,  c o n t r o l  o v e r  h i s  b o o k k e e p e r ,  K a ja .
When he  p r i v a t e l y  u rg e s  h e r  t o  rem ain  w i th  h im  on th e  ground  t h a t  he  
n eed s  h e r  ( a l th o u g h  we know i t  i s  r e a l l y  h i s  p a r a n o ic  f e a r  o f  R a g n a r 's  
l e a v i n g  h im ) ,  K a ja  a c t s  more l i k e  a s u b j e c t  b e f o r e  a  k in g  o r  even  a 
w o rs h ip p e r  b e f o r e  h e r  God th a n  an  em ployee w i th  h e r  e m p lo y e r .  She 
d ro p s  t o  h e r  knees  b e f o r e  S o ln e s s :  "Oh, y o u ' r e  so  k in d  t o  me! So
w o n d e r f u l ly  k in d ! "  ( p .  1 4 1 ) .
39As O r le y  H o l ta n  o b s e rv e s  i n  h i s  m y th ic  ap p ro a ch  to  th e  p l a y ,  
S o ln e s s  i s  " p a r t  god , p a r t  man": he  i s  k in g  t o  h i s  e m p lo y e es ,  God to
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K aja  and i n  a way t o  th e  o t h e r s  b e ca u se  o f  h i s  c o n t r o l  o v e r  t h e i r  
f u t u r e .  The f i r s t  two s c e n e s  i n  th e  p l a y  a r e  e s s e n t i a l  i n  e s t a b ­
l i s h i n g  t h i s  p o s i t i o n  o f  th e  m a s te r  b u i l d e r .  The r e s t  o f  A c t  1— th e  
e n t r a n c e  o f  A l in e  S o ln e s s  and th e  a r r i v a l  o f  H i ld e  W an g e l- -co m p le te s  
th e  p o r t r a i t  o f  S o ln e s s ,  w i th  a l l  h i s  p o w e r fu l  b u t  f r u s t r a t e d  im a g in a ­
t i v e  e n e r g y .
A l in e  a p p e a rs  f i r s t ,  a  m e lan ch o ly  shadow o f  a  f i g u r e ,  ,Tt h i n  
and h a g g a rd ” w i th  ’’t r a c e s  o f  fo rm er b e a u t y , "  d r e s s e d  " a l l  i n  b l a c k " ;  
she  s p e a k s " r a t h e r  s lo w ly  and p l a i n t i v e l y "  ( p .  1 4 1 ) .  She seems j o y ­
l e s s ,  a lm o s t  l i f e l e s s ,  a s  she  and S o ln e s s  go th ro u g h  th e  m o tio n s  o f  a 
r e l a t i o n s h i p .  Our main im p r e s s io n  i s  t h a t  she  i s  a b u rd e n  t o  h im .
T h is  i s  d i r e c t l y  co n f irm e d  by S o ln ess*  c o n v e r s a t i o n  w i th  D r .  H e r d a l .
He a l l u d e s  t o  h i s  " g r e a t  d e b t"  t o  A l i n e ,  " a  d e b t  so v a s t  i t  can  n e v e r  
be  s e t t l e d , "  and e x p l a i n s  t o  H e rd a l  t h a t  he keeps  K a ja  b u t  a l lo w s  
A l in e  t o  m is c o n s t r u e  h i s  i n t e r e s t  i n  th e  g i r l  " b e c a u se  somehow I  f e e l  
i t  does  me good t o  s u f f e r  A l in e  t o  do me an  i n j u s t i c e . "  He i s  amused 
t h a t  H e rd a l  "must be la b o u r in g  u n d e r  th e  i l l u s i o n  t h a t  I  am an  e x ­
c e e d in g ly  lu ck y  man" (p p .  1 4 8 -4 9 ) .  They t a l k  o f  th e  f i r e  t h a t  b ro u g h t  
g r e a t  " l u c k "  t o  S o ln e s s  i n  h i s  c a r e e r  ( th o u g h  i t  was A l in e * s  a n c e s ­
t r a l  home t h a t  b u rn ed  to  th e  g round) and o f  an  ev en  h e a v i e r  blow 
from  which A l in e  n e v e r  r e c o v e r e d .  The l a t t e r  rem a in s  a m y s te ry  a t
t h i s  p o i n t  i n  t h e  p l a y ,  b u t  we c a n n o t  h e lp  n o t i c i n g  th e  c o n sp ic u o u s
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ab se n c e  o f  c h i l d r e n  from th e  S o ln e s s  m a r r i a g e .
The t im in g  o f  H i ld e * s  a r r i v a l  i s  s i g n i f i c a n t .  S o ln e s s  has  
j u s t  r e v e a l e d  to  H e rd a l  h i s  f e e l i n g  t h a t  A l in e  t h i n k s  him"mad" and 
t h a t  she  may n o t  be e n t i r e l y  wrong b e c a u s e  o f  th e  power he seems to
have t o  c a l l  p e o p le  (K a ja ,  f o r  i n s t a n c e )  to  him j u s t  by w i l l i n g ,  and 
he i s  i n  th e  m id s t  o f  a  t i r a d e  a g a i n s t  y ou th  ( " s h a k in g  t h e i r  f i s t s  
and s h o u t in g :  'Hake way! Make way!*" — p . 1 5 0 ) ,  when young H ild e
Wangel a r r i v e s ,  an a t t r a c t i v e ,  v i b r a n t  p i c t u r e  o f  l i f e  e n t e r i n g  th e  
gloomy S o ln e s s  h o u s e h o ld .  H i ld e * s  r e c o u n t in g  o f  th e  g l o r i o u s  e p iso d e  
t e n  y e a r s  b e f o r e  when S o ln e s s  c l im b ed  to  a  moment o f  s p l e n d o r  a to p  
t h e  ch u rch  to w er  a t  L y san g e r  b r in g s  new v i g o r  t o  S o ln e s s .  She has  
come, she s a y s ,  t o  c la im  t h e  "kingdom " he p rom ised  h e r  t e n  y e a r s  b e ­
f o r e .  Her t a l k  o f  th e  "kingdom " and h e r  r e c o l l e c t i o n  o f  h e a r i n g  h a rp s  
i n  th e  a i r  when S o ln e s s  s c a l e d  th e  h e i g h t s  o f  th e  to w er p o i n t  a g a in  
t o  th e  m a s te r  b u i l d e r * s  h a v in g  b een  s i n g l e d  o u t  f o r  some s p e c i a l  
r o l e - - a  r o l e  w hich H i ld e  has  now come to  h e lp  him  a c h i e v e .  One won­
d e r s  ab o u t h i s  powers t o  w i l l  e v e n t s  to  happen  and to  draw p e o p le  
t o  h im . D e s p i t e  th e  a p p a r e n t  w aning i n  h i s  c r e a t i v i t y - - t h e  g ran d  
d e s ig n s  o f  c h u rc h e s  have g iv e n  way to  p la n s  f o r  humble d w e l l in g s  (and 
most o f  th e  work f o r  t h e s e  seems to  be h a n d le d  by B ro v ik  and h i s  son)
— , " h i s  p e r s o n a l  m agnetism , th e  p o te n cy  o f  h i s  w i l l  seems u n -  
41d im in i s h e d . "  He w i l l e d  th e  f i r e ,  w i l l e d  K a ja  t o  h im , seems even  
t o  w i l l  t h e  a r r i v a l  o f  H i l d e ,  i r o n i c a l l y  th e  ep itom e  o f  t h e  y o u th  he 
f e a r s  y e t ,  a t  t h e  same t im e ,  th e  so u rc e  o f  i n s p i r a t i o n  he so d e s p e r ­
a t e l y  c r a v e s  when a l l  seems l o s t  to  h im . (H is im m edia te  a t t r a c t i o n  to  
H i ld e  s u g g e s t s  t h a t  S o ln e ss*  a t t i t u d e  tow ard  th e  y o u n g e r  g e n e r a t i o n  i s
r e a l l y  a  m ix tu re  o f  f e a r  w i th  envy and a lo n g in g  t o  r e g a i n  t h e  in n o -
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cen ce  and e n e rg y  o f  y o u th .  )
One c a n n o t  h e lp  w o n d e r in g ,  t o o ,  w h e th e r  t h e  e v e n t  o f  t e n  
y e a r s  ago r e a l l y  o c c u r re d  as  H i ld e  d e s c r i b e s  i t ,  f o r  S o ln e s s  i s  s low
i n  c la im in g  to  remember i t .  E x a c t ly  what happened  i n  t h e  p a s t  seems 
u n im p o r ta n t ,  th o u g h ; H i l d e fs r e c o l l e c t i o n  o f  th e  k i s s  and th e  p r o ­
m ised  "kingdom" i s  n o t  what b r i n g s  S o ln e s s  t o  a d m i t ,  "You a r e  t h e  one 
I ' v e  been  w an tin g "  ( p .  1 6 4 ) .  He i s  g e t t i n g  o l d e r  and i s  s u f f e r i n g  
more and more from f e e l i n g s  o f  g u i l t  and f r u s t r a t i o n  a t  n o t  h a v in g  
b u i l t  a n y th in g  m e a n in g fu l .  He d e v o ted  h i m s e l f  to  h i s  c a r e e r  and y e t  
d id  n o t  r e a l i z e  h i s  own p o t e n t i a l ,  a l th o u g h  he f e l t  t h a t  he had s a c r i ­
f i c e d  e v e r y t h i n g - - a l l  h i s  d o m e s t ic  jo y  i n  w ife  and c h i l d r e n - - t o  t h a t  
e n d .  But he has  n o t  g iv e n  up y e t .  Now H i ld e  a p p e a r s  w i th  h e r  demand, 
and she becomes a p o w e rfu l  f o r c e  t h a t  d r i v e s  h im  t o  s c a l e  th e  h e i g h t s
a g a i n ,  a l th o u g h  th e  r e s u l t  i s  f a t a l .
The sym bo lic  s i g n i f i c a n c e  o f  H i ld e - - w h e th e r  she i s  a l l  t r o l l ,
43p a r t  t r o l l ,  a  N orn , some g e n e r a l i z e d  v e h i c l e  o f  F a t e ,  o r  ev en  an  
e x t e r n a l  m a n i f e s t a t i o n  o f  th e  lo n g in g  i n  S o l n e s s 1 s o u l - - w h i l e  f a s c i ­
n a t i n g  to  c o n s i d e r ,  i s  n o t  o f  g r e a t  im p o r tan c e  i n  th e  c o n t e x t  o f  t h i s
s tu d y .  H ere  she i s  c o n c e iv e d  o f  a s  a  c a t a l y s t  to  th e  a c t i o n  o f  th e  
p la y  b eca u se  she u rg e s  th e  m a s te r  b u i l d e r  to  h i s  f i n a l  moment o f  g l o r y .  
A d m i t te d ly ,  she i s  v e ry  c a p t i v a t i n g  on s t a g e ,  b o th  f o r  th e  a u d ie n c e  
and f o r  S o ln e s s  h i m s e l f ,  b u t  H i ld e  rem a in s  th e  f i g u r e  from  th e  p a s t  
who b r in g s  th e  p r e s e n t  t o  c r i s i s  and denouem ent.  I  would d i s p u t e  
B r ia n  Downs' c la im  t h a t  S o ln e s s  i s  " a  v i c t i m "  to  H i l d e ' s "uncom pro­
m is in g  i d e a l i s m , "  t h a t  she  im poses h e r  command "upon th e  r e l u c t a n t
44w i l l  o f  H a lv a rd  S o l n e s s . "  S o ln e ss*  c lim b  to  th e  to p  o f  th e  s p i r e  
must be s e e n  a s  an  a c t  o f  c o u rag e  and freedom  i f  i t  i s  to  be co n ­
s i d e r e d  a v i c t o r y  a t  a l l .
I  have  f e l t  i t  e s s e n t i a l  t o  examine c l o s e l y  A c t 1 o f  The 
M a s te r  B u i ld e r  b e c a u s e  I b s e n  im m e d ia te ly  e s t a b l i s h e s  t h e  p e c u l i a r  
p s y c h o lo g i c a l  make-up o f  S o ln e s s  a s  an  e x c e p t i o n a l  m a n - -a  b r o o d in g ,  
m a j e s t i c ,  i f  e g o c e n t r i c  f i g u r e ,  a  man f o r  whom " s u c c e s s ” o f  an  o r d i ­
n a r y  k in d  h a s  b ro u g h t  o n ly  f e e l i n g s  o f  e m p t in e s s  and d i s s a t i s f a c t i o n .  
S o ln e s s  h a s  made a good l i v i n g  and e a rn e d  a f i n e  r e p u t a t i o n  a s  a  
b u i l d e r  o f  c o m fo r ta b le  hom es, b u t  he  has  n o t  made t h e  c o n t r i b u t i o n  
o r  a ch iev em en t he  f e l t  h i m s e l f  d e s t i n e d  to  make. And so  much, in  
te rm s  o f  h a p p in e s s ,  has  been  m is s in g  from h i s  l i f e .
The b u rd en  o f  g u i l t  t h a t  w e ighs  upon S o ln e s s  and h i s  f e e l i n g s  
o f  r e g r e t  a t  h a v in g  s a c r i f i c e d  p e r s o n a l  h a p p in e s s  t o  h i s  s e n s e  o f  
m i s s i o n —t h e  q u e s t i o n  o f  " g r e a t n e s s "  i n t r o d u c e d  e a r l i e r  i n  t h i s  p a p e r  
a r e  f u r t h e r  e x p lo r e d  as  S o l n e s s ' p a s t  and t h e  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  he  p l a c e  
upon i t  a r e  b ro u g h t  t o  l i g h t  i n  A c t  2 .
S o ln e s s ,  we have  s u g g e s te d ,  i s  a  man w i t h  a  s p e c i a l  g i f t  o f
m ind , t h a t  i s ,  an  a b i l i t y  t o  t h i n k  d e e p ly  and t o  a n a l y z e ,  a  power o f
i m a g in a t io n  and a  l o f t i n e s s  o f  p e r c e p t i o n  o f  h i s  r o l e  i n  t h e  u n i v e r s e
45As a  young man, he  had  a  s t r o n g  s e n s e  o f  m i s s i o n ,  a  v i s i o n  o f  h im ­
s e l f  and a  d e v o t io n  t o  h i s  work t h a t  he  had  t o  s a t i s f y .  When he  b e ­
gan  by b u i l d i n g  c h u r c h e s ,  h e  saw h im s e l f  a s  G o d 's  a g e n t  on e a r t h  
b u i l d i n g  c h u rc h e s  t o  H is  g r e a t e r  g l o r y .  Then t h e  t e r r i b l e  f i r e  
( tw e lv e  y e a r s  b e f o r e  t h e  t im e  o f  t h e  p l a y )  t h a t  d e s t r o y e d  A l i n e ' s  
f a m i ly  home and i n d i r e c t l y  c a u se d  t h e  d e a th s  o f  th e  i n f a n t  tw in s  c o n ­
v in c e d  him o f  h i s  m i s s i o n .  In  h i s  e g o t is m  and h i s  o b s e s s i o n  w i th  h i s  
c a l l i n g ,  S o ln e s s  to o k  t h e  f i r e  a s  G o d 's  way o f  b r e a k in g  h i s  e a r t h l y  
t i e s ,  th u s  f r e e i n g  him c o m p le te ly  t o  b u i l d  God’ s c h u r c h e s .  But a f t e r
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a  t im e  he r e b e l l e d  a g a i n s t  t h i s :  he  r e f u s e d  t o  b u i l d  c h u rc h e s  any
m ore , t u r n i n g  t o  th e  b u i l d i n g  o f  h o m e s- -a  l e a p  t o  freedom , h e  th o u g h t
46
(h e n c e ,  H o l t a n 's  c h a r a c t e r i z a t i o n  o f  him a s  a  P rom ethean  r e b e l  ) .
W hether a s  G od 's  a g e n t  o r  a s  m a n 's ,  how ever, h e  a c c e p te d  t h a t
he  m ust do w i th o u t  p e r s o n a l  h a p p in e s s  f o r  t h e  sake  o f  h i s  l i f e ' s  w ork .
He t e l l s  H i ld e :  " E v e ry th in g  t h a t  I  have  c r e a t e d - - b e a u t i f u l ,  s e c u r e ,
and f r i e n d l y - - y e s , and m a g n i f i c e n t ,  t o o l —I  m ust s i t  h e r e  and e x p i a t e !
Pay f o r  i t .  Not w i th  money. But w i th  human h a p p in e s s  . . . And n o t  
o n ly  w i th  my h a p p in e s s ,  b u t  w i th  th e  h a p p in e s s  o f  o t h e r s , t o o .  You 
s e e ,  H i ld e I  T h a t ' s  th e  p r i c e  t h a t  my s u c c e s s  a s  an a r t i s t  h a s  c o s t  
me— and o t h e r s . And e v e ry  day o f  my l i f e  I  h av e  to  s i t  h e r e  and s ee
t h a t  p r i c e  b e in g  p a id  f o r  me—day a f t e r  day a f t e r  d a y ! "  (p .  179;
i t a l i c s  a r e  m i n e ) . The r e i t e r a t i o n  o f  t h e  i d e a  t h a t  he  h a s  im posed a  
s a c r i f i c e  on " o t h e r s , "  p re su m ab ly  h i s  w i f e ,  c o u p le d  w i th  h i s  t e r r i b l e  
f e e l i n g s  o f  g u i l t  ("And f o r  my sake  she  d i e d .  And I  am c h a in e d  t o  t h e  
c o r p s e " —p . 2 0 1 ) ,  p o i n t s  to  th e  b a s i c  c o n c e rn  o f  t h i s  p l a y .  I n  h i s  
f a i l u r e  to  t r y  t o  r e b u i l d  h i s  s h a t t e r e d  p e r s o n a l  l i f e  a f t e r  th e  f i r e ,  
h i s  f a i l u r e  t o  r e a c h  o u t  t o  A l i n e ,  h i s  f a i l u r e ,  i n  e f f e c t ,  t o  s t r i v e  
f o r  p e r s o n a l  h a p p in e s s ,  S o ln e s s  s a c r i f i c e d  A l i n e ' s  h a p p in e s s ,  a s  w e l l  
a s  h i s  own. He a l lo w ed  t h e i r  m a r r ia g e  t o  s l i p  away from them u n t i l  
i t  became a  b l e a k ,  l o v e l e s s  bond . I n  h i s  w i l l i n g n e s s  t o  l i v e  w i th o u t  
lo v e  f o r  t h e  sak e  o f  a  n o b le  p u rp o s e ,  a  h i g h e r  good, S o ln e s s  s a c r i f i c e d  
t h e  lo v e  l i f e  o f  one v e ry  c l o s e  to  h im . T h i s ,  n o t  t h e  f i r e  t h a t  
e n a b le d  him to  become a  m a s t e r  b u i l d e r ,  i s  t h e  heavy  b u rd e n  o f  g u i l t  
t h a t  Ib s e n  la y s  upon H a lv ard  S o ln e s s .
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S o ln e s s  c o n t i n u a l l y  s c o u rg e s  h i m s e l f  w i th  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  f o r  
th e  f i r e  t h a t  he may have w i l l e d  f o r  th e  sake  o f  h i s  g r e a t  m i s s i o n .
As we m en tioned  e a r l i e r ,  he w ants  A l in e  to  do him  th e  " i n j u s t i c e "  o f  
s u s p e c t in g  th e  n a tu r e  o f  h i s  r e l a t i o n s h i p  w i th  K a ja .  He c o n t in u e s  
t h e  a b su rd  b u s in e s s  o f  b u i l d i n g  a "home" w h ich , he s a y s ,  w i l l  make 
A l in e  happy , a "home" w i th  more n u r s e r i e s  ( l i k e  th e  t h r e e  th e y  have  
now) f o r  th e  c h i l d r e n  th e y  can  n e v e r  h a v e .  T h is  i s  n o t  r e a l l y  mad­
n e s s ,  b u t  a k ind  o f  c h a ra d e  he has  to  c o n t in u e  i f  h i s  ou tw ard  w orld  
( h i s  s e n se  o f  " d u t y " ) i s  t o  rem ain  i n t a c t .
I t  i s  d i f f i c u l t  to  a s s e s s  th e  d e t e r i o r a t i o n  o f  th e  S o ln e s s  
m a r r ia g e  b eca u se  we do n o t  r e a l l y  know what th e  m a r r ia g e  was l i k e  i n  
th e  b e g in n in g .  We can  r e a s o n a b ly  co n c lu d e  t h a t  i n  m a r ry in g  A l i n e ,  
w i th  h e r  l a r g e  a n c e s t r a l  home and i t s  g ro u n d s ,  S o ln e s s  m a r r ie d  above 
h i m s e l f .  (He t e l l s  H i ld e  t h a t  he d o e s n ' t  c a l l  h i m s e l f  an  " a r c h i t e c t "  
b e c a u se  " I ' v e  n e v e r  r e a l l y  s t u d i e d  i t  p r o p e r l y .  .Most o f  what I  know 
I ' v e  found o u t  f o r  m y s e l f " - - p .  1 7 7 .)  I n  a  way, th e  young A l in e  
d o e s n ' t  sound so d i f f e r e n t  from th e  woman we s e e  b e f o r e  us now: 
a f t e r  th e  f i r e ,  she  i n s i s t e d  on f e e d in g  th e  i n f a n t s ,  a l th o u g h  h e r  
m i lk  was i n f e c t e d .  " I t  was h e r  d u ty ,  she s a i d , "  S o ln e s s  r e c a l l s  
( p .  1 7 6 ) .  I f  t h e r e  was n e v e r  any lo v e  be tw een  them and S o ln e s s  
m a r r ie d  A l in e  b e c a u se  he th o u g h t  she  would h e lp  him to  become a g r e a t  
b u i l d e r ,  t h e r e  i s  a s a c r i f i c e  o f  lo v e  f o r  th e  s e n se  o f  m i s s i o n ,  from 
th e  b e g in n in g .  I f  we assume t h a t  t h e r e  was once lo v e  be tw een  S o ln e s s  
and h i s  w i f e ,  th e n  th e  p la y  s t i l l  p o i n t s  to  a s a c r i f i c e  o f  lo v e  and 
o f  th e  lo v e  l i f e  o f  someone e l s e .  By so r e a d i l y  a c c e p t i n g  h i s  own l o s s  
and n o t  p u r s u in g  l o v e ,  by d e v o t in g  h i m s e l f  s o l e l y  to  h i s  own s e l f -
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f u l f i l l m e n t ,  S o ln e s s  d e n ie d  A l in e * s  need t o  g iv e  lo v e  ( m a te r n a l  lo v e ,  
i n  h e r  c a s e )  and u l t i m a t e l y ,  i t  seem s, h e r  c a p a c i t y  t o  lo v e  a t  a l l .
T h i s ,  I  t h i n k ,  i s  f o r  I b s e n  th e  u n f o r g iv a b le  s i n .
S o ln e s s  t e l l s  H i ld e :  " A l in e  had h e r  c a l l i n g  i n  l i f e .  . . .
Y e s - -y o u  s e e ,  A l in e  had a - - a  t a l e n t  f o r  b u i l d i n g ,  t o o .  . . . Not 
h o u se s  and to w ers  and s t e e p l e s .  . . . C h i ld r e n ,  H i l d e .  The s o u l s  o f  
c h i l d r e n .  So t h a t  th e y  m igh t grow i n t o  som eth in g  n o b le ,  h a rm o n io u s ,  
and b e a u t i f u l .  So t h a t  th e y  m igh t become w orthy  human b e i n g s .  T ha t 
was where h e r  t a l e n t  l a y .  And i t  l i e s  t h e r e ,  u n u se d — and u n u s a b le ;  
w as te  and b a r r e n ,  l i k e  th e  c h a r r e d  r u i n s  l e f t  a f t e r  a f i r e "  (p p .  1 7 9 -8 0 ) .  
But why d i d n ' t  S o ln e s s  h e lp  h e r?  I b s e n  im p l i e s  t h a t  he n e v e r  r e a l l y  
t r i e d ;  t h a t  was n o t  where h i s  f u t u r e ,  h i s  commitment, l a y .
S o ln e s s  p a id  th e  p r i c e ,  b u t  he d id  n o t  a c h ie v e  th e  s e l f -  
f u l f i l l m e n t  he was s e e k in g .  B u i ld in g  homes h as  n o t  b e en  th e  g lo r i o u s  
l i b e r a t i o n  he e n v i s io n e d  a f t e r  he  s to p p ed  d e s ig n i n g  c h u r c h e s .  H is  
a p p a r e n t  s u c c e s s  i s  now m e a n in g le s s  to  him b e c a u s e ,  he s a y s ,  " p e o p le  
have  no use  f o r  th e  homes th e y  l i v e  i n .  They c a n ' t  be happy i n  them.
. ... . So when a l l  th e  a c c o u n ts  a r e  c l o s e d ,  I  have  b u i l t  n o th in g  
r e a l l y "  (Act 3 ,  p .  2 1 1 ) .
I r o n i c a l l y ,  I b s e n  s u g g e s t s ,  S o ln e s s  h a s  s a c r i f i c e d  th e  one 
e le m e n t— lo v e —w ith o u t  which no man can  be co m p le te  and no l i f e  can  
be f u l f i l l e d .  T h is  id e a  goes b a ck  to  I b s e n ' s  e a r l y  p la y  B ra n d . T h e re ,  
B rand , th e  p r e a c h e r ,  w i th  h i s  " A l l  o r  N ought" demand o f  commitment 
from e v e ry o n e ,  s a c r i f i c e d  h i s  love  f o r  h i s  m o ther  and th e  l i v e s  o f  
h i s  w ife  and h i s  c h i l d  t o  f u l f i l l ,  he t h o u g h t ,  h i s  p u rp o se  on e a r t h .
I n  t h e  p ro c e s s  o f  becoming superhum an, Brand l o s t  some o f  h i s  h u m a n ity .
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And i n  th e  a v a la n c h e  t h a t  overwhelmed Brand a t  th e  en d , th ro u g h  a 
v o ic e  re m in d in g  him o f  th e  "d eu s  c a r i t a t i s , ” I b s e n  seems to  be 
c a l l i n g  i n t o  q u e s t i o n  th e  " A l l  o r  Nought" on a  human l e v e l ,  a l th o u g h  
he  may app rove  o f  i t  on a sym bo lic  l e v e l  (Brand i s  " m y s e l f ,  i n  my 
b e s t  m om ents ,"  I b s e n  had s a id ) *
T h is  i s  th e  p a rad o x  o f  g r e a t n e s s .  "To be a b le  to  b u i l d  homes 
f o r  o t h e r  p e o p le , "  S o ln e s s  e x p l a i n s  t o  H i l d e ,  " I  had t o  ren o u n ce  f o r  
e v e r  a l l  hope o f  h a v in g  a home o f  my own. I  mean a home w ith  c h i l d r e n .  
And f o r  t h e i r  f a t h e r  and m o th e r ."  And when H ild e  a s k s ,  "Was t h a t  a b so ­
l u t e l y  n e c e s s a ry ? "  S o ln e s s  nods s lo w ly :  " T h a t  was th e  p r i c e  I  had  to
pay f o r  t h i s  ’h a p p in es s*  p e o p le  t a l k  so much a b o u t .  . . . T ha t h a p p i -  
n e s s - - h m - - t h a t  h a p p in e s s  w asn ’ t  to  be had a t  a l e s s e r  p r i c e ,  H i ld e "
(Act 2 ,  p .  1 7 8 ) .  I b s e n  seems to  f e e l  t h a t  th e  p r i c e  may in d e ed  be 
n e c e s s a r y .
Y e t ,  f o r  a l l  t h i s ,  The M as te r  B u i ld e r  ends on a p o s i t i v e  n o te ,
a  n o te  o f  a s s e r t i o n ,  n o t  d e f e a t .  H i l d e ’ s demand f o r  h e r  "kingdom "
47d r i v e s  S o ln e s s  t o  a f i n a l  ach iev em en t b e f o r e  h i s  d e a t h .  I n  o v e r ­
coming h i s  v e r t i g o  t o  c lim b  th e  to w e r ,  S o ln e s s  d i s p l a y s  a k in d  o f  
co u ra g e  he h a s  n o t  shown f o r  y e a r s .  H is  " s u c c e s s "  had b e en  b u i l t  
upon th e  r u i n s  o f  th e  p a s t ;  t h e r e  was no l i f e  i n  i t .  Now, a s  he 
s ta n d s  above and beyond e v e r y th in g  ( i n  an  i l l u s o r y  e sc a p e  from g u i l t  
and r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  to  o t h e r s ) ,  he i s  a l lo w ed  a b r i e f  t r iu m p h ,  a 
p a r t i a l  f u l f i l l m e n t .  I n  th u s  d o in g  what has  seemed th e  im p o s s ib le
48and p ro c la im in g  a t  th e  to p  h i s  f reedom  t o  b u i l d  " c a s t l e s  i n  th e  a i r , "  
n o t  homes o r  c h u r c h e s ,  S o ln e s s  goes beyond Brand i n  d i r e c t i n g  t o  God 
what i s  more o f  a c h a l l e n g e  th a n  a q u e s t i o n .  Then he i s  d ash ed  to
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e a r t h ,  a s tu n n in g  re m in d e r  o f  h i s  h u m a n ity .  But i t  i s  l e s s  im p o r ta n t  
t h a t  he f a l l s  t o  h i s  d e a th  th a n  t h a t  he c l im b ed  th e  to w e r .  F o r  S o l ­
n e ss  d e a th  i s  no enemy; he c a n n o t  r e a l l y  compromise w i th  l i f e ,  n o r  
does I b s e n  say  he s h o u ld — t h a t  i s  th e  p rob lem  o f  g r e a t n e s s .  By g r a n t i n g  
th e  m a s te r  b u i l d e r  a suprem e, i f  u n r e a l ,  moment c l im ax ed  by a h o r r i b l e  
f a l l  t o  h i s  d e a th - - b y  ju x ta p o s i n g  t r iu m p h  w i th  u t t e r  d e f e a t  and a n n i h i ­
l a t i o n —I b s e n  u n d e r l i n e s  h i s  b e l i e f  t h a t  f o r  th e  e x c e p t i o n a l  i n d i v i d u a l ,  
t h e  c o n f l i c t  be tw een  p e r s o n a l  f u l f i l l m e n t  and commitment t o  o th e r s  
i s  p a r a d o x i c a l .
F o r  S o ln e s s  t h e r e  i s  a  k in d  o f  seco n d  c h a n c e ,  though  a d ­
m i t t e d l y  i t  i s  in d e ed  s h o r t - l i v e d .  But i t  shows t h a t  w h i le  I b s e n  may 
n o t  adm ire  S o ln e s s ,  he does rem a in  s y m p a th e t ic  t o  him i n  h i s  s t r u g g l e  
a s  an e x c e p t i o n a l  man. As R ic h a rd  Grene c o n c lu d e s  i n  h i s  s tu d y  o f  
t h e  l a s t  I b s e n  p l a y s ,  o u t  o f  th e  f a i l u r e  o f  men such  a s  S o ln e s s ,
" t h e r e  was f o r  I b s e n  th e  o n ly  k in d  o f  s u c c e s s  [ i n  th e  s e n s e  o f  s e l f -
f u l f i l l m e n t ,  s e l f - r e a l i z a t i o n J  t h a t  c o u n te d ,  a l b e i t  a r e n e w a l ,  a
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second  c h a n c e ,  o n l y . 11 T h is  " r e n e w a l , "  o r  " seco n d  c h a n c e ,"  becomes 
more e x p l i c i t l y  a " r e s u r r e c t i o n "  f o r  A rno ld  Rubek, t h e  p r o t a g o n i s t  
i n  I b s e n ' s  l a s t  p l a y ,  When We Dead Awaken.
Compared w i th  S o ln e s s ,  who i s  a v i t a l  man u n t i l  h i s  a c t u a l
d e a th  a t  th e  end o f  The M as te r  B u i l d e r , A rn o ld  Rubek, th e  o t h e r  a r t i s t
50we w i l l  s tu d y  h e re  ( " m a s t e r - c a r v e r , "  a s  U lfh e jm  c a l l s  him ) ,  i s  h i s  
own g h o s t ,  th e  mere rem a in s  o f  a  man who once had ‘g r e a t  dreams and 
a s p i r a t i o n s .  I t  i s  n o t  r e a l l y  age t h a t  has  sapped  h i s  s p i r i t  and
d r a in e d  l i f e  from Rubek ( a l th o u g h  he i s  o l d e r  t h a n  S o l n e s s - - " a n
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e l d e r l y ,  d i s t i n g u i s h e d - l o o k i n g  m an,"  A ct 1, p .  3 2 3 ) ,  b u t  th e  m ean ing ­
l e s s  e x i s t e n c e  he chose  a f t e r  he had f i n i s h e d  h i s  " R e s u r r e c t i o n  Day" 
m a s t e r p i e c e  and h i s  model and i n s p i r a t i o n ,  I r e n e ,  had  v a n is h e d  b e ­
c au se  he seemed to  have no f u r t h e r  u se  f o r  h e r .  When s u c c e s s  and
fame f a i l e d  t o  make him happy ("The f lo w e rs  and in c e n s e  t h a t  were 
showered on me n a u s e a te d  me, made me d e s p e r a t e ;  made me lo n g  t o  f l e e  
i n t o  th e  d e p th s  o f  th e  f o r e s t " - - A c t  2 ,  p .  353) and he found t h a t  w i th ­
o u t  I r e n e  he c o u ld  c r e a t e  n o th in g  o f  v a l u e ,  Rubek d e c id e d  to  s e e k  
h a p p in e s s  i n  l u x u r i o u s ,  i d l e  l i v i n g . ( " I s n ' t  l i f e  i n  s u n s h in e  and 
b e a u ty  f a r  more w o r th w h ile  th a n  w a s t in g  o n e 's  y e a r s  i n  a  raw , damp
c e l l a r ,  w ea r in g  o n e s e l f  to  d e a th  w r e s t l i n g  w i th  lumps o f  c l a y  and
b lo c k s  o f  s to n e ? "  he a sk s  M a ja - -A c t  2 ,  p .  3 5 4 . )  And so h e  bo u g h t a  
m ansion  i n  th e  c i t y  and a s p a c io u s  v i l l a  i n  th e  c o u n t r y  and young 
M aja , whom he m a r r ie d  by " a g r e e m e n t ,"  a " m a k e s h i f t "  a r r a n g e m e n t ,  he 
l a t e r  a d m i t s .  He abandoned hope f o r  any g r e a t  a c h ie v e m e n t - - f o r  th e  
f u l f i l l m e n t  o f  th e  g r e a t n e s s  he s e n se d  i n  h i m s e l f - - a n d  s u b v e r t e d  h i s  
t a l e n t  by s c u l p t i n g  b u s t s  o f  p ro m in en t  c i t i z e n s  b e h in d  w hich he h id  
f a c e s  o f  dumb b e a s t s ,  such  a s  d o n k ey s ,  oxen , sw in e ,  a mockery such  a s  
l i f e  had become to  h im .
Rubek, as we meet him, is a man far more miserable and more 
openly defeated than Solness; his sense of failure and his feelings 
o f  guilt for not having been what he might have been deprive him of 
any peace. His relationship with the shallow Maja cannot hold to­
gether even as an "arrangement"; his curt, irritable, often sarcastic 
manner towards her suggests the extent of his impatience and boredom 
with their life together. Rubek, then, seems in every way a stage
beyond S o ln e s s :  he  i s  o l d e r ,  more d i s c o u r a g e d  ( t o  a  p o in t  o f  no
lo n g e r  b e l i e v i n g  i n  what he  s t r o v e  f o r ) , more d i s g u s t e d  w i th  th e
p u b l i c  he t h i n k s  f o o l i s h  i n  what i t  s e e s  t o  p r a i s e  and what i f  f a i l s
t o  s e e  ("Die w orld  knows n o t h i n g .  I t  u n d e r s t a n d s  n o t h i n g .  . . .
W h a t 's  th e  u se  o f  w ork ing  o n e s e l f  t o  d e a th  t o  p l e a s e  th e m l" - - A c t  1,
p .  3 2 7 ) ,  more o p e n ly  b lasphem ous i n  h i s  mocking o f  h i m s e l f  and o t h e r s .
And y e t ,  a s  th e  p e r s o n a l  h i s t o r y  o f  Rubek i s  l a i d  b e f o r e  u s ,  we s ee
t h a t  he i s  much l i k e  S o ln e s s ,  o n ly  more s o .  "The s t o r y  o f  Rubek th u s
t u r n s  o u t  t o  be  a v a r i a t i o n  o f  t h e  s t o r y  o f  S o ln e s s ,  b u t  ev en  more 
52s a d . "  Through h i s  s t o r y ,  I  t h i n k ,  I b s e n  makes a s t r o n g e r  argum ent 
f o r  t h e  p r i c e ,  t h e  s a c r i f i c e ,  t h a t  g r e a t n e s s  dem ands.
L ik e  t h e  younger S o ln e s s ,  Rubek i n  e a r l i e r  y e a r s  f e l t  h i s  own 
g r e a t  p o t e n t i a l  and th o u g h t  he m ust be w i l l i n g  t o  s a c r i f i c e  on a 
p e r s o n a l  l e v e l  i n  o r d e r  t h a t  t h i s  p o t e n t i a l  m igh t be r e a l i z e d - - s e l f -  
f u l f i l l m e n t  a t  a  p r i c e .  "T h ere  had t o  be a  d i s t a n c e  be tw een  u s , "  he  
t e l l s  I r e n e .  "To me, you were so m eth in g  s a c r e d  and u n to u c h a b le ,  f i t  
o n ly  t o  be  a d o re d .  . . . And I  was co n v in ce d  t h a t  i f  I  to u c h ed  you , i f  
I  d e s i r e d  you s e n s u a l l y ,  my v i s i o n  would be p ro fa n e d  so  t h a t  I  would 
n e v e r  be  a b l e  t o  a c h ie v e  what I  was s t r i v i n g  a f t e r .  And I  s t i l l  t h i n k  
t h e r e  i s  some t r u t h  i n  t h a t "  (A ct 1 , p p .  3 4 1 - 4 2 ) .  ( I  have  u n d e r l i n e d  
th e  l a s t  s t a t e m e n t  b eca u se  i t  s u g g e s t s  t h a t  Rubek h a s  n o t  r e a l l y  
changed so  much i n  h i s  p e r c e p t i o n  o f  th e  a r t i s t ' s  m i s s i o n ;  r a t h e r ,  he 
comes t o  u n d e r s ta n d  n o t  o n ly  what he h a s  m issed  i n  l i f e ,  b u t  th e  
s a c r i f i c e  he demanded o f  a n o t h e r . )  I r e n e  had l a i d  h e r s e l f  b a r e  t o  him, 
i n  th e  s p i r i t u a l  nak ed n ess  o f  h e r  s o u l  a s  w e l l  a s  t h e  p h y s i c a l  n ak ed ­
n e s s  o f  h e r  body , b u t  Rubek was u n a b le  t o  r e s p o n d .  He was o n ly  th e
a r t i s t  who c r e a t e d .  As i f  from  some e x a l t e d  p o s i t i o n ,  some a lm o s t  
g o d - l i k e  p o s e ,  he u s e d ' I r e n e —<he l e t  h e r  s e r v e  him — and when he was 
done w i th  th e  s t a t u e ,  he  c o l d l y  d i s c a r d e d  h e r  by s a y in g  a co m p lacen t 
" th a n k  you" and t e l l i n g  h e r  t h a t  th e  " e p i s o d e "  was now o v e r .  He 
th o u g h t  t h i s  was j u s t  th e  b e g in n in g  f o r  h im  b u t ,  i r o n i c a l l y ,  w i th o u t  
h e r  i n s p i r a t i o n ,  i t  p roved  t o  be th e  end f o r  h im  a r t i s t i c a l l y .
L ik e  S o ln e s s ,  Rubek p r o j e c t s  an  image t h a t  i s  p a r t -m a n ,  p a r t -  
g o d . I r e n e  r e t u r n s  from th e  g rav e  o f  th e  madhouse t o  rem ind him:
"X k n e l t  down a t  y o u r  f e e t ,  and s e rv e d  you , A rn o ld .  But y o u - - y o u - -  
y o u - - !  . . . You wronged my inm ost b e i n g ! "  (A ct 1, p .  3 4 1 ) .  And 
ev en  now, a f t e r  Rubek has  wounded h e r  so  d e e p ly — f a t a l l y ,  she  s a y s - -  
she  can  o f f e r  h e r s e l f  t o  h im  a g a in  a s  t o  a  god: " I  have  come b ack  to
you . . . Come home t o  my l o r d  and m a s te r "  (A ct 2 ,  p .  3 5 9 ) .  T h is  i s  
a  p h ra s e  I r e n e  r e p e a t s :  "My lo v e ,  my l o r d  and m a s t e r ! "  (Act 2 ,  p .  368)
She r e c a l l s  s e e in g  a " m i r a c u lo u s ly  b e a u t i f u l  s u n r i s e "  w i th  Rubek:
" I  d id  a s  you t o l d  me. F o llow ed  you t o  t h e  m o u n ta in  t o p .  And t h e r e  
I  f e l l  on my knees  a n d - -w o rs h ip p e d  y o u .  And s e r v e d  y o u .  . . . Then 
I  saw th e  s u n r i s e "  (A ct 2 ,  p .  3 6 7 ) .  The p i c t u r e  o f  I r e n e  th e  s u p p l i a n t  
and th e  r e v e l a t i o n  on th e  m o u n ta in  t o p ,  have u n m is ta k a b le  r e l i g i o u s  
o v e r t o n e s .  F i n a l l y ,  as  I r e n e  and Rubek a r e  a b o u t  t o  b e g in  t h e i r  a s c e n t  
o f  th e  m o u n ta in  and he im p lo re s  h e r ,  " W i l l  you come w i th  me now, my 
b r i d e  o f  g ra c e ? "  I r e n e  answ ers  a s  i f  i n  a  dream , " F r e e l y  and w i l l i n g ­
l y ,  my l o r d  and m a s te r "  (A ct 3 ,  p .  3 8 0 ) .
I t  i s  n o t  j u s t  w i th  I r e n e  t h a t  Rubek seems th e  m a s t e r  i n  
c o n t r o l  (much a s  S o ln e s s  was) b u t  w i th  Maja as w e l l .  He had p r o ­
m ised  h e r ,  t o o ,  t h a t  he  would ta k e  h e r  w i th  h im  t o  th e  to p  o f  a  h ig h
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m o u n ta in  and show h e r  " a l l  th e  g lo r y  o f  th e  w o r ld ."  But f o r  M aja he 
i s  more a  p a t e r n a l  th a n  a g o d - l i k e  f i g u r e .  She does n o t  " s e r v e "  him ; 
as  Rubek d i s c o v e r s ,  she  was " n o t  e x a c t l y  made t o  c l im b  m o u n ta in s ."  
When sh e  m a r r ie d  Rubek, Maja w anted  to  go ab ro ad  and " e n j o y  m y s e l f ,  
a lw a y s . "  Maja seems a c h i l d  w i th  Rubek, and she  b r i n g s  b a c k  th e  
c h i l d - l i k e  q u a l i t i e s  o f  H i ld e  Wangel ( w i th o u t ,  o f  c o u r s e ,  t h e  f o r c e  
o r  dem and). C o n s id e r  th e  way she  t e l l s  Rubek how she  lo n g s  to  go up 
i n t o  th e  m o u n ta in s :  "Oh, you m ust l e t  me, Rubek. I ' l l  be so good i f
you d o .  . . . May I ,  Rubek? . . . Oh, th a n k  you , th a n k  you! May I
h a v in g  f u l f i l l e d  h i s  p o t e n t i a l ,  f o r  a l lo w in g  h i m s e l f  t o  demean,
even  mock h i s  g r e a t n e s s :  "You I r e n e !  have a shadow t h a t  to rm e n ts
y o u . And I  a c o n s c ie n c e "  (A ct 2 ,  p .  3 5 9 ) .  I r e n e  c a n n o t  do v i o l e n c e
t o  Rubek, c a n n o t  even  h a t e  him any more when she  s e e s  t h a t  h e ,  t o o ,
i s  dead in  th e  s e n s e  t h a t  h e  i s  p a s t  a l l  hope f o r  l i v i n g .  T h is  i s
p e rh a p s  b e s t  shown i n  h i s  t e r r i b l e  d e s c r i p t i o n  o f  th e  n ig h tm a r i s h
fo re g ro u n d  f i g u r e  i n  th e  co m p le ted  m a s t e r p i e c e ,  th e  f i g u r e  t h a t
r e p r e s e n t s  Rubek h im s e l f :
I n  th e  fo r e g ro u n d ,  b e s i d e  a s p r i n g ,  a s  i t  m igh t be h e r e ,  
t h e r e  s i t s  a man w eighed down by  g u i l t ;  he c a n n o t  f r e e  h im ­
s e l f  from th e  e a r t h ' s  c r u s t .  I  c a l l  him re m o rs e - - r e m o rs e  
f o r  a f o r f e i t e d  l i f e .  He s i t s  t h e r e  d ip p in g  h i s  f i n g e r s  i n  
th e  r i p p l i n g  w a te r ,  t o  wash them c l e a n ;  and he i s  gnawed and 
to rm en te d  by th e  knowledge t h a t  he w i l l  n e v e r ,  n e v e r  s u c c e e d .
He w i l l  n e v e r ,  i n  a l l  e t e r n i t y ,  f r e e  h i m s e l f ,  and be g r a n te d  
r e s u r r e c t i o n .  He m ust s t a y  f o r e v e r  i n  h i s  H e l l .
But u n l ik e  S o ln e s s ,  R ubek .does  n o t  come t o  r e a l i z e  what he s a c r i f i c e d
. . . O h ,  th a n k  y o u , th a n k  you! 
How sw ee t and k ind  you a r e  to d a y ,  R ubek!"  (A ct 1 , p .  3 4 4 ) .
L ike  S o ln e s s ,  Rubek s u f f e r s  from  f e e l i n g s  o f  g u i l t  f o r  n o t
(A ct 2 ,  p .  3 6 3 . )
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and rwhat s a c r i f i c e  he demanded i n  p l a c i n g  h i s  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  to  
h i m s e l f  above e v e r y th in g  e l s e  u n t i l  I r e n e  r e t u r n s  to  h im  and he  
s e e s  what he d id  to  h e r .  S o ln e s s  and Rubek a r e  b o th  i n s p i r e d  to  
a s s e r t  th e m s e lv e s  a t  th e  end b e c a u se  o f  th e  c r u c i a l  a p p e a ra n c e  o f  a  
f i g u r e  from th e  p a s t ,  b u t  f o r  Rubek t h e r e  i s  more o f  an  aw aken ing— 
th e r e  i s  new s e l f - k n o w le d g e .  Not u n t i l  Rubek s e e s  I r e n e  does she 
become a c o r p s e ,  a  w e ig h t  o f  g u i l t  f o r  h im ; S o ln e s s ,  on th e  o t h e r  
h an d ,  c a n n o t  be c o m fo r ta b le  i n  th e  same room w i th  A l in e  b e c a u s e  he 
f e e l s  a c o n s t a n t " d e b t "  t o  h e r .
R u b ek 's  c r im e ,  what i s  f o r  I b s e n  " t h e  u n p a rd o n a b le  s i n  o f
53k i l l i n g  th e  l o v e - l i f e  i n  a  human s o u l , "  i s  much c l e a r e r  and more 
b r u t a l  th a n  i s  S o l n e s s ' .  To b e g in  w i t h ,  he tw ic e  s a c r i f i c e d  o t h e r s  
i n  p u r s u i t  o f  h i s  m i s s i o n .  A f t e r  he had used  I r e n e  a s  h i s  m odel,  he 
l e f t  h e r  "em pty , s o u l l e s s . "  L a t e r ,  f o r  v e r y  d i f f e r e n t  r e a s o n s ,  he 
to o k  Maja as a  " m a k e s h i f t "  when he had c e a s e d  to  lo v e  hiis work and 
th o u g h t  he  c o u ld  u se  h e r  to  e n jo y  l i v i n g .  Maja was n o t  s a c r i f i c e d  
t o  any n o b le  p u rp o s e ,  and she  does seem t o  w e a th e r  h e r  e x p e r i e n c e  
w i th  Rubek n i c e l y  enough to  go o f f  w i th  h e r  b e a r - h u n t e r .  But I r e n e  
was s a c r i f i c e d  to  Rubek* s s e n s e  o f  m i s s i o n ,  to  h i s  " A l l  o r  N ought1* 
demand. Over and o v e r ,  she  t e l l s  h im  t h a t  she i s  d e a d ,  t h a t  he was 
th e  cau se  o f  h e r  d e a th :  " I  gave you my s o u l - - y o u n g  and a l i v e .  . . .
D o n ' t  you see? T h a t ' s  why I  d i e d ,  A rn o ld "  (A ct 1, p .  3 4 5 ) .  Her 
d e s c r i p t i o n  o f  th e  madness i n t o  which she f e l l  i s  a l l  i n  te rm s  o f  
d e a th :  " I  was dead  f o r  many y e a r s .  They came and t i e d  me u p ,  t i e d
my arms t o g e t h e r  b e h in d  my b a c k .  Then th e y  low ered  me i n t o  a tomb, 
w i th  i r o n  b a r s  a c r o s s  th e  d o o r ,  and padded w a l l s  so  t h a t  no one up
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above c o u ld  h e a r  th e  s h r i e k s  o f  th e  d e a d .  But now, s lo w ly ,  I  am 
b e g in n in g  t o  r i s e  from th e  dead"  (A ct 1, p .  3 4 0 ) .  I r e n e  i s  o b s e s s e d  
w i th  d e a t h —h e r  own, h e r  h u s b a n d s ' ,  h e r " c h i l d r e n ' s " :  " I  sh o u ld  have
b o rn e  c h i l d r e n  i n t o  th e  w o r ld .  . . .  R ea l  c h i l d r e n ;  n o t  th e  s o r t  t h a t  
a r e  h id d e n  away i n  tom bs. T ha t sh o u ld  have  b een  my c a l l i n g "  (A c t2 ,  
p .  3 6 4 ) .  (A ga in , th e  theme o f  m a te r n a l  lo v e  d e n ie d ,  as  i n  The M a s te r  
B u i l d e r . )
Rubek seems more c l e a r l y  th e  e x p l o i t e r  o f  o t h e r s  th a n  does  S o l  
n e s s  l a r g e l y  b e ca u se  I r e n e — and what h a s  become o f  h e r - - i s  so  sympa­
t h e t i c a l l y  p o r t r a y e d  by I b s e n .  She i s ,  a f t e r  a l l ,  a  much g ra n d e r  
f i g u r e  on s t a g e  th a n  e i t h e r  woman i n  The M a s te r  B u i l d e r . (A l in e  does 
n o t  have th e  power to  win u s ,  and H i l d e ,  f o r  a l l  h e r  e x u b e r a n c e ,  i s  
s t i l l  a  young, f l i g h t y  c r e a t u r e  whose r e a l  m o tiv e s  and b e h a v io r  r e ­
m ain q u e s t i o n a b l e . )  I r e n e  i s  f i t  t o  c lim b  th e  m o u n ta in  w i th  Rubek a t  
t h e  e n d ,  and a s  a p a i r  th e y  a r e  th row n i n t o  s h a r p  c o n t r a s t  w i th  M aja 
and U lfh e jm , who a r e  c o n te n t  t o  s e e k  l i f e  on an  e l e m e n t a l ,  p u r e ly  
s e n s u a l  l e v e l .
A l th o u g h  Rubek i s  h e ld  a c c o u n ta b le  f o r  th e  " d e a th "  o f  I r e n e ,  
i t  i s  th ro u g h  him t h a t  Ib s e n  makes h i s  s t r o n g e s t  c a s e  f o r  p a y in g  th e  
p r i c e  o f  g r e a t n e s s .  C l e a r l y ,  he  say s  t h a t  Rubek was n o t  wrong t o  have 
s a c r i f i c e d  I r e n e  to  h i s  s e n s e  o f  m i s s i o n .  R a t h e r ,  t h e  im p o r ta n c e  o f  
t h i s  s e n s e  o f  m is s io n  i n  th e  e x c e p t i o n a l  man i s  r e a f f i r m e d  h e r e .
A f t e r  he h a s  found I r e n e  a g a in ,  Rubek t r i e s  t o  e x p l a i n  to  Maja what he 
must do: " I  c a n ' t  s t a n d  t h i s  m i s e r a b l e  l i f e  much l o n g e r .  . . .  I  m ust
l i v e  w i th  someone who can  make me c o m p le te - - s u p p ly  w h a t 's  m is s in g  i n  
m e--someone who i s  one w i th  me i n  e v e r y th in g  I  s t r i v e  f o r "  (A ct 2 ,
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p .  352) . He s t i l l  w an ts  t o  u se  I r e n e  a s  a s o u rc e  f o r  i n s p i r a t i o n  
( " I n  h e r e ,  M a ja - - in  h e r e  I  keep  a s m a l l  c a s k e t ,  w i th  a  lo c k  t h a t  c a n n o t  
be  p ic k e d .  I n  t h a t  c a s k e t ,  a l l  my v i s i o n s  l i e .  B ut when she  l e f t  me,
. . . t h e  lo c k  o f  t h a t  c a s k e t  snapped s h u t .  She had  t h e  k ey ,  and she 
to o k  i t  w i th  h e r .  . . .  So e v e r y th in g  i n  i t  l i e s  u n u se d .  And th e  
y e a r s  p a s s - - a n d  a l l  t h a t  w e a l th  l i e s  t h e r e - - a n d  X c a n n o t  to u ch  i t ! ” — 
Act 2 , p p .  3 5 5 -5 6 ) ,  s t i l l  c l i n g s  t o  th e  id e a  o f  h i s  f u l f i l l m e n t ,  o f  
h i s  s p e c i a l  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  to  h i m s e l f  as  an e x c e p t i o n a l  man, s p e c i f i ­
c a l l y  a s  an a r t i s t :
[ to  MajaJ : . . .  I fve  come t o  r e a l i z e  t h a t  i t ' s  n o t  w i t h i n
my power to  f i n d  h a p p in e s s  i n  i d l e n e s s  and s o f t  l i v i n g .  L i f e  
i s  n o t  shaped  l i k e  t h a t  f o r  me and my k in d .  I  m ust go on 
w o rk in g , c r e a t i n g  i n c e s s a n t l y ,  u n t i l  I  d i e .
(A ct 2 ,  p .  3 5 5 . )
[to I r e n e J  : I  am an a r t i s t  . . .  I  am n o t  ashamed o f  th e
f r a i l t y  i n h e r e n t  i n  my n a t u r e .  I  was b o rn  to  be an  a r t i s t ,  
you u n d e r s t a n d .  And I  s h a l l  n e v e r  be a n y th in g  e l s e .
(A ct 2 ,  p .  3 6 3 . )
Rubek n e v e r  r e p e n t s  f o r  what he  d id  to  I r e n e  i n  d e p r i v i n g  h e r  o f  
lo v e  f o r  th e  s a k e  o f  h i s  g o a l .  He does  see  t h a t  what he d id  i s  i n  
some s e n s e  a ” c r im e"  a g a i n s t  h e r ,  and he does f e e l  t h e  b i t t e r  i r o n y  
o f  h i s  h a v in g  l e t  I r e n e  s l i p  away when she  was th e  i n s p i r a t i o n  he 
n e e d e d .
Now, l i k e  S o ln e s s ,  Rubek i s  a l lo w e d  a b r i e f  moment o f  g lo r y  
on th e  h e i g h t s  ( t h e  m o u n ta in  to p  i n s t e a d  o f  th e  t o w e r ) , a moment o f  
v i c t o r y ,  o r  a t  l e a s t  p eace  b e f o r e  d e a t h .  Then, l i k e  B ra n d ,  Rubek 
(w i th  I r e n e )  i s  b u r i e d  by th e  a v a la n c h e ,  f o r  th e  p a s t  c a n n o t  be r e ­
c a p tu r e d  and r e l i v e d ,  and th e y  have  "aw akened" o n ly  t o  f in d  t h a t  th e y  
n e v e r  l i v e d .  L ik e  B ran d , Rubek d i e s  a c o ld  d e a th  i n  t h e  snows; he  i s
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s t r u c k  from abo v e , a s  were b o th  Brand and S o l n e s s ,  But Rubek i s  n o t
a lo n e  (Brand w as; S o ln e s s  had o n ly  th e  f i g u r e  o f  H i ld e  w aving a t  him
from  down b e lo w ) . He does  have  I r e n e  w i th  h im , and th e y  seem a t  th e
end two f i g u r e s  l a r g e r  th a n  l i f e ,  r i s i n g  above th e  M ajas and th e
U lfh e jm s  o f  t h e  w o r ld ,  As V a len cy  o b s e r v e s ,  "Rubek a c c e p t s  h i s  d e s t i n y
54w ith  p r i d e  a s  w e l l  a s  r e s i g n a t i o n , "  T h a t i s  why h i s  moment o f  d e a th  
seems a t r i u m p h ,
And we a r e  l e f t  w i th  th e  p a r a d o x i c a l  p ro b lem  o f  g r e a tn e s s , ,
We w i l l  n e v e r  know what Rubek m ig h t  have been  w i th  I r e n e ,  b u t  we f e e l  
t h a t  h i s  s e n se  o f  commitment t o  h i m s e l f  i s  u n d im in ish e d  a t  th e  e n d , 
though  he h a s  awakened t o  th e  lo v e  he and I r e n e  s h a r e 0 The c la im s  o f  
h i s  m is s io n  and h i s  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  to  I r e n e  c a n  be r e c o n c i l e d  o n ly  by 
d e a th - - b y  th e  a lm o s t  d re a m l ik e  a s c e n t  up th e  m o u n ta in ,  I b s e n  s u g g e s t s  
t h a t  men l i k e  Rubek, and l i k e  S o ln e s s ,  " a r e  doomed t o  f o r f e i t  e a r t h l y  
h a p p in e s s ;  th e  o n ly  k in d  o f  jo y  which i s  t o  be t h e i r s  i s  t h a t  t e r r i ­
b l e  jo y  found , , „ beyond th e  a v a l a n c h e , o r  a t  th e  to p  o f  t h e  to w er  
a t  th e  moment o f  f a l l i n g  P e rh a p s  i t  i s  b e c a u s e  Rubek knows t h i s
t o  be th e  c a s e  t h a t  he  a c c e p t s  h i s  own i d e n t i t y  and i s  a b le  t o  em­
b ra c e  h i s  f a t e  a t  th e  e n d .  I b s e n  shows t h a t  " n e i t h e r  th e  h e ro  n o r  
t h e  a r t i s t  c an  l i v e  l i k e  o t h e r  p e o p le .  I t  i s  t h e i r  doom t o  l i v e  on
th e  b r i n k  o f  e x i s t e n c e ,  i n  a  w orld  beyond l i f e  • • , t h e i r  c a l l i n g  i s
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t h e i r  h eav e n  and t h e i r  h e l l , "
A n o th e r  s tu d y  o f  such  a  man who b e lo n g s  t o  th e  company o f  
e x c e p t i o n a l  men i s  s e t  b e f o r e  us i n  John  G a b r i e l  Borkman, th e  p la y  
t h a t  p re c e d e d  When We Dead Awaken,
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F o r  s e v e r a l  r e a s o n s ,  Borkman s t a n d s  a p a r t  from  S o ln e s s  and 
Rubek. Most o b v io u s ly ,  he  i s  n o t  an  a r t i s t ,  b u t  an  i n d u s t r i a l i s t ,  a  
w ou ld -be  b u s in e s s  m agnate  and f i n a n c i e r ,  a  b u i l d e r  o f  e m p i r e s .  Com­
p a re d  w i th  th e  ’’h i g h e r  c a l l i n g "  o f  S o ln e s s  and Rubek, h i s  p o t e n t i a l  
f o r  g r e a t n e s s  seems s u l l i e d  by m a t e r i a l  c r a s s n e s s  and h i s  lo v e  f o r  
power m a n ia c a l :
• • o I  c o u ld  have  c r e a t e d  m i l l i o n s  I T h in k  o f  a l l  t h e  m ines 
I  c o u ld  have  b ro u g h t  u n d e r  my c o n t r o l ,  t h e  s h a f t s  I  c o u ld  have  
su n k .  I  would have h a r n e s s e d  c a t a r a c t s * —hewn q u a r r i e s .  My 
s h ip s  would have c o v e re d  t h e  w o r ld ,  l i n k i n g  c o n t i n e n t  to  c o n ­
t i n e n t .  A l l  t h i s  I  would have c r e a t e d  a l o n e .
U n lik e  S o ln e s s  and Rubek, Borkman n e v e r  h a s  t h e  chance  to  
p u rs u e  h i s  m is s io n ;  he i s  ” a  N ap o leo n , maimed i n  h i s  f i r s t  b a t t l e ' r 
(A ct 2 ,  p .  2 6 2 ) .  B orkm an 's  v i o l a t i o n  o f  th e  l e g a l ,  a s  w e l l  a s  th e  
m o ra l ,  c o d e - - h i s  a c t u a l  c r im e  o f  em b ezz lem en t- -an d  h i s  y e a r s  i n  
p r i s o n  may seem to  make h i s  p e r s o n a l  h i s t o r y  v a s t l y  d i f f e r e n t  from 
t h a t  o f  e i t h e r  S o ln e s s  o r  R ubek . A f t e r  a l l ,  he i s  a  " c r i m i n a l "  i n  
th e  m ost o r d i n a r y  s e n s e  o f  th e  word: he made i l l e g a l  u se  o f  funds
o f  d e p o s i t o r s  i n  h i s  b ank  f o r  th e  advancem ent o f  h i s  own p r i v a t e  i n ­
v e s tm e n t s .  R e g a r d le s s  o f  th e  n o b i l i t y  o f  p u rp o se  he th o u g h t  he was 
s e r v i n g  ("So t h a t  I  m igh t c r e a t e  a kingdom f o r  m y s e l f ,  and p r o s p e r i t y  
f o r  th o u s a n d s  and th o u s a n d s  o f  o t h e r s " —Act 2 , p .  273) and th e  p e r ­
s o n a l  s e n se  o f  m is s io n  he  f e l t  (’’ . « . 1  had  to  do i t .  P e o p le  d o n ’ t  
u n d e r s ta n d  t h a t  I  had  t o  b e c a u s e  I  was m y s e l f —b e c a u se  I  was John  
G a b r i e l  Borkman—and n o -o n e  e l s e " —A ct 3 , p .  2 8 1 ) ,  Borkman’ s c rim e  
a g a i n s t  s o c i e t y  i s  c l e a r .  B u t he h a s  s u f f e r e d  enough pu n ish m en t f o r  
t h i s  c r im e —p un ishm en t i n  te rm s  o f  lo n g  p h y s i c a l  a s  w e l l  a s  s p i r i t u a l  
i s o l a t i o n ,  pun ishm en t i n  te rm s  o f  p e r s o n a l  d i s g r a c e  ( a  s t r i k i n g  c o n t r a s t
w ith  th e  e s te e m  and " s u c c e s s ” o f  S o ln e s s  and R ubek)— a l th o u g h  he h a s  
n e v e r  come t o  r e g r e t  t h e  c r im e  i t s e l f .  As I b s e n  would have  i t ,  t h e  
c r im e  a g a i n s t  s o c i e t y  i s  d u ly  a c c o u n te d  f o r  by s o c i e t y ’ s c e n s u re  o f  
Jo h n  G a b r ie l  Borkman; th e  d e b t  i s  p a i d .  T h is  c r im e ,  how ever, i s  n o t  
th e  fo cu s  o f  th e  p l a y .
I b s e n ’ s r e a l  in d ic tm e n t  o f  Borkman i s  f o r  h i s  much d e e p e r  
"c r im e "  a g a i n s t  E l l a  R en the im , whose lo v e  he  l i t e r a l l y  s o ld  t o  H in k e l  
f o r  a  h i g h e r  p o s i t i o n  a t  t h e  b an k , and a g a i n s t  h i s  w ife  G u n h ild ,  
whose l i f e  and lo v e  have  been  w as ted  b e c a u s e  o f  h im . G ra n te d ,  Borkman 
know ingly  s a c r i f i c e d  E l l a  t o  h i s  own adv an cem en t,  b u t  v iew ed  from  h i s  
ex trem e  commitment, from  h i s  s e n se  o f  a  " h i g h e r  c a l l i n g "  ( " I t  was an  
a b s o l u t e  n e c e s s i t y ,  E l l a " - - A c t  2 ,  p .  2 7 1 ) ,  h i s  ,ru n p a rd o n a b le  s i n  o f  
k i l l i n g  th e  l o v e - l i f e  i n  a  human s o u l"  seems n o t  u n l i k e  Rubek*s c r im e  
a g a i n s t  I r e n e ,  th o u g h  in d e e d  more c a l c u l a t e d  and  ex trem e  b e c a u se  he 
r e j e c t e d  E l l a  f o r  a  s p e c i f i c  p r i z e .  And Borkman’ s r e j e c t i o n  o f  h i s  
r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  t o  G u n h i ld - - th e  e m p t in e s s  o f  t h e i r  m a r r i a g e — b r i n g s  t o  
mind S o l n e s s ’ s a c r i f i c e  o f  t h e  h a p p in e s s  o f  h i s  w i f e .  Here  a g a in ,  
Borkman’ s c a s e  i s  more ex trem e  b e c a u se  he " d e c e iv e d "  G unh ild  (we have 
no r e a l  g rounds  f o r  a c c u s in g  S o ln e s s  o f  h a v in g  " d e c e iv e d "  A l i n e ) . I n  
one o f  h i s  r a r e  comments on a c h a r a c t e r  i n  h i s  p l a y s ,  I b s e n  w ro te :
The main p o i n t  i s  t h a t  M rs. Borkman lo v e s  h e r  h u sb a n d .  She 
i s  n o t  a t  h e a r t  a  h a rd  o r  e v i l  woman; she Was, t o  b e g in  w i th ,  a 
lo v in g  w i f e ,  and h a s  o n ly  become h a rd  and e v i l  b e ca u se  she h a s  
been  d e c e iv e d .  Her hu sb an d  d e c e iv e d  h e r  d o u b ly — f i r s t l y , i n  
lo v e ,  and s e c o n d ly ,  b e c a u se  she  had  b e l i e v e d  i n  h i s  g e n i u s .  . . .  
I f  M rs. Borkman d id  n o t  lo v e  h e r  h u sb an d ,  she  would lo n g  ago 
have  f o r g iv e n  h im .- ’®
I t  i s  t h i s  e lem en t  o f  d e c e i t  t h a t  s e t s  Borkman a p a r t  from  S o ln e s s  and
Rubek. We c a n n o t  r e a l l y  compare Borkman’ s m a r r ia g e  w i th  R ubek*s , f o r
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ev en  though Rubek may n o t  have been  e n t i r e l y  f a i r  when he p ro m ised  
t o  show Maja " a l l  t h e  g l o r y  o f  th e  w o r ld ,"  R ubek1s l o v e l e s s  m a r r ia g e  
h a s  n o t  meant th e  s a c r i f i c e  o f  M a ja 's  l i f e  h a p p in e s s  and h e r  c a p a c i t y  
f o r  loveo
The theme o f  s a c r i f i c i n g  a n o th e r  human b e in g * s  lo v e  l i f e
e ch o es  th ro u g h  Jo h n  G a b r i e l  Borkman, a s  i t  re so u n d e d  th ro u g h  When We
Dead Awaken, and i n  E l l a * s  a c c u s a t i o n s  a g a i n s t  Borkman, " ' t h a t  im p u lse
to  s a c r i f i c e ,  w hich had  seemed so  n o b le ,  i s  g iv e n  i t s  r e a l  nam e--  
59m u r d e r W h e r e a s  I r e n e  t e l l s  Rubek t h a t  she  " d i e d , "  t h a t  he  was 
" g u i l t y  o f  l e a v in g  [ j ie r ]  no f u t u r e  b u t  d e a th "  (Awaken, A ct 1, p .  3 4 1 ) ,  
E l l a * s  d e n u n c ia t io n  o f  Borkman i s  much s t r o n g e r :  "You a r e  a m u rd e re r !
You have  com m itted  th e  m o r t a l  s i n !  • • ® You have  k i l l e d  lo v e  i n  me!" 
(A ct 2 ,  p® 272) . She goes on: "Do you u n d e r s t a n d  what t h a t  means?
The B ib le  sp ea k s  o f  a  m y s te r io u s  s i n  f o r  w hich t h e r e  i s  no  fo rg iv en e ss®  
I ' v e  n e v e r  u n d e rs to o d  what t h a t  m eant before®  Now I  unders tand®  The 
s i n  f o r  which t h e r e  i s  no f o r g i v e n e s s  i s  t o  m urder lo v e  i n  a  human 
b e in g "  (A ct 2 ,  p .  2 7 2 ) .  E l l a  c a r r i e s  t h i s  a  s t e p  f u r t h e r  by s u g g e s t in g  
t h a t  i n  b e t r a y i n g  th e  woman he lo v ed  ( " t h e  t h i n g  you h e ld  m ost p r e ­
c io u s  i n  th e  w o r ld " ) ,  Borkman b e t r a y e d  h i m s e l f :  "You a r e  g u i l t y  o f
d o u b le  murder® The m urder o f  y o u r  own s o u l ,  and mine" (A ct 2 ,  p® 2 7 2 ) .  
E l l a  i s  a  v e r y  s t r o n g  f i g u r e  i n  t h i s  p la y  n o t  o n ly  b e c a u s e ,  l i k e  
I r e n e  i n  When We Dead Awaken, she  i s  p o r t r a y e d  s y m p a t h e t i c a l l y ,  b u t  
b e c a u se  u n l ik e  I r e n e ' s ,  h e r  words a r e  f i l l e d  w i th  p a s s i o n  a s  she 
c o n f r o n t s  Borkman a f t e r  so many y e a r s .
As w i th  A l in e  i n  The M as te r  B u i ld e r  and I r e n e  i n  When We Dead 
Awaken, t h e r e  i s  f o r  E l l a  th e  e m p t in e s s  and p a in  o f  m otherhood  and
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m a te r n a l  lo v in g  d e n ie d  h e r :  "You c h e a te d  me o f  th e  jo y  o f  b e in g  a
m o th e r - - a n d  o f  th e  so rro w  and t e a r s  o f  m o th e rh o o d , t o o .  And t h a t  i s
p e rh a p s  th e  c r u e l l e s t  t h i n g  y o u fve done to  me, Borkman" (A ct 2 , p» 2 7 4 ) . '
A g a in ,  E l l a ' s  in d ic tm e n t  i s  th e  s t r o n g e s t :  "From th e  t im e  y o u r  image
began t o  f a d e ,  I  have  l i v e d  a s  though  u n d e r  an  e c l i p s e . A l l  t h e s e
y e a r s  i t  h a s  become more and more d i f f i c u l t ,  u n t i l  f i n a l l y  i t  became
im p o s s ib le  f o r  me to  lo v e  any l i v i n g  t h i n g .  P e o p le ,  a n im a l s ,  f l o w e r s - -
o n ly  t h i s  one p e r s o n - - "  (A ct 2 , p .  2 7 4 ) .  The "o n e  p e r s o n ,r i s  B orkm an 's
s o n ,  E r h a r t ,  whom E l l a  t h i n k s  she h a s  a chance  to  win b a c k .  But she
i s  m is ta k e n .  And h e r  s t r u g g l e  w i th  G unh ild  o v e r  E r h a r t  i s  r e a l l y
p o i n t l e s s  b e c a u s e  E r h a r t  i s  a l r e a d y  l o s t  t o  b o th  o f  them . The s t r u g g l e
be tw een  E l l a  and G unh ild  i s  a  n o b le  o n e ,  how ever, n o t  b e c a u se  o f  E r h a r t
(who i s  n o t  a  p a r t i c u l a r l y  im p r e s s iv e  young man, a l th o u g h  l i k e a b l e
en o u g h ) ,  b u t  b e c a u se  th e  two women a r e  s t r o n g ,  d i g n i f i e d  f i g u r e s  w i th
a  m y th ic ,  an a r c h e t y p a l  q u a l i t y .  And w h i le  o u r  sympathy f o r  them
(and what th e y  have  s u f f e r e d )  sh o u ld  make us r e a c t  a l l  t h e  more a g a i n s t
Borkman, i n  a  way t h e i r  g ra n d n e ss  le n d s  t o  h im  more g r e a t n e s s .
V a len cy  d e s c r i b e s  Borkman a s  " a  t i t a n i c  f i g u r e  a t  th e  end o f
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l i f e "  who " e a s i l y  b e a r s  th e  w e ig h t  o f  th e  a c t i o n .  H is  name i t s e l f - -
t h a t  s t r a n g e  c o m b in a t io n  o f  th e  d o w n - to - e a r th  Jo h n  and th e  h e a v e n ly
61G a b r i e l - - i s  s p e c i a l .  H is  a p p e a ra n c e  p l a c e s  him i n  age somewhere 
be tw een  th e  " o l d i s h "  S o ln e s s  and th e  " e l d e r l y 1'  Rubek; th e  em phas is  i s  
on h i s  b e in g  " t r i m l y  and s t r o n g l y  b u i l t ,r and " d i s t i n g u i s h e d "  lo o k in g ,  
w i th  " f i n e l y  c a r v e d  p r o f i l e ,  s h a r p  e y es  and g r e y - w h i t e ,  c u r l i n g  h a i r  
and b e a r d "  (A ct 2 ,  p .  2 5 5 ) .  G u n h ild  r e c a l l s  th e  way p e o p le  u sed  to  
,rbow and s c r a p e "  to  Borkman ( " t h e  way th e y  would t o  a  k in g fr) and c a l l
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him  " Jo h n  G a b r ie l"  " j u s t  a s  though  he was th e  Kingo • . . Oh, he was
a  g r e a t  man i n  t h e i r  e y e s ,  was Jo h n  G a b r ie le "  And E l l a  rem inds  h e r ,
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"He was a  g r e a t  man th e n ,  G unh ild"  (A ct 1, p .  236)* H o l ta n  sp ea k s  o f
Borkman as  a  "man o f  uncommon g i f t s "  who, even  i n  d e f e a t ,  " to w e r s  o v e r
th e  r e s t  o f  th e  c h a r a c t e r s  i n  th e  p l a y ,  w i th  t h e  p o s s i b l e  e x c e p t io n
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o f  E l l a  R en th e im ."  Borkman1 s so n , E r h a r t ,  i s  p l e a s a n t ,  b u t  i n s i g n i ­
f i c a n t  i n  co m p ar iso n  w i th  h i s  f a t h e r .  One f e e l s  t h a t  E r h a r t  w i l l
n e v e r  be what h i s  f a t h e r  was o r  c o u ld  have  b e e n ;  t h e r e  i s  no h i n t  t h a t
64he h as  a  to u c h  o f  t h i s  " g r e a t n e s s . "
With Borkman, we a r e  t a k e n  b a ck  t o  W eigand*s i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  o f
an a g in g  I b s e n * s  c o n c e p t  o f  g r e a t n e s s  a s  th e  a b i l i t y  t o  h o ld  on to
g r e a t  i l l u s i o n s .  F o r  u n l i k e  S o ln e s s  and more c l e a r l y  Rubek, Borkman
s t i l l  b e l i e v e s  i n  what he  s t r o v e  f o r ;  he s t i l l  h a s  a  dream  t o  s u s t a i n
h im c We see  t h i s  i n  Borkman*s exchange w i th  h i s  f r i e n d  and w ould-be
p la y w r ig h t ,  V i lh e lm  F o l d a l ,  a  p o ig n a n t  f i g u r e  o f  a  man, " b e n t , rr
"worn-out,** f e e d in g  h i m s e l f  o n ly  on f a l s e  h o p e s ,  g r o p in g  f o r  some
s h re d  o f  p e r s o n a l  i n t e g r i t y .  Borkman a s s u r e s  t h e  m i s e r a b l e  F o l d a l
t h a t  n o t  b e in g  u n d e r s to o d  i s  t h e i r  f a t e  a s  e x c e p t i o n a l  men: " T h a t  i s
th e  c u r s e ,  th e  b u rd e n  we ch o sen  men have  t o  b e a r .  The m a ss e s ,  th e
m ed io c re  m i l l i o n s — th e y  do n o t  u n d e r s ta n d  u s ,  V ilh e lm "  (A ct 2 ,  p» 2 5 9 ) .
And th e n  t h a t  g r e a t  lo n g in g  f o r  power t a k e s  h o ld  on Borkman:
The day I  am r e h a b i l i t a t e d —when th e y  r e a l i s e  th e y  c a n n o t  do 
w i th o u t  me— when th e y  come up t o  me i n  t h i s  room and g e t  down 
on t h e i r  k nees  and im p lo re  me t o  t a k e  o v e r  c o n t r o l  o f  th e  bank 
a g a i n - - t h e  new b ank  th e y  have fo u n d e d - -b u t  c a n n o t  r u n - - !  s h a l l  
s t a n d  h e r e  [by th e  desk] t o  r e c e i v e  them . And th ro u g h o u t  th e  
la n d  men w i l l  a s k  and l e a r n  what c o n d i t i o n s  J o h n  G a b r i e l  Borkman 
l a y s  down—
(Act 2 , p . 2 6 1 .)
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Such f a i t h  does Borkman have  i n  h i m s e l f  t h a t  when F o l d a l  seems to
d o u b t  h i s  r e t u r n  to  pow er, he  i s  v e r y  h a r s h  w i th  him: "You a r e  no
p o e t ,  Vilhelm® » ® ® We a r e  s im p ly  w a s t in g  e a c h  o t h e r * s  time® You
h a d  b e t t e r  n o t  come a g a in "  (Act 2 , p® 266)® Borkman*s b e l i e f  i n
h i m s e l f  i s  a  l a r g e  p a r t  o f  h i s  s t r e n g t h ;  to  F o l d a l * s  d o u b ts  a b o u t
h i m s e l f  ("A h o r r i b l e  d o u b t - - t h a t  I  have  f r i t t e r e d  away my l i f e  f o r
th e  sak e  o f  an  i l l u s i o n " ) ,  Borkman can  o n ly  r e s p o n d ,  " I f  you d o u b t
y o u r s e l f ,  you s ta n d  on f e e t  o f  c la y "  (A ct 2 ,  p p .  266-67)® I n  t h i s
r e s p e c t ,  Borkman*s f e e t  a r e  f i r m ly  p l a n t e d  on h a r d  ground®
P a r t  o f  Borkman*s s t r e n g t h  i s  h i s  v i t a l i t y ,  h i s  e n e r g y ,  h i s
v i g o r  t o  th e  e n d , ^  G u n h ild  l i k e n s  him to  " a  s i c k  w o lf  p a d d in g  i n  a
cag e  up t h e r e  i n  th e  g r e a t  room®" V a len cy  s e e s  Borkman a s  " a  h e r o i c
version of old Ekdal in The Wild DuCk," and he notes the important
d i f f e r e n c e  betw een th e  two men: E kda l " h a s  a c c e p te d  d e f e a t ,  and h a s
become sodden and p a th e t ic ®  • • ® L ike  E k d a l ,  he [Borkmanj h a s  b een
d e s t r o y e d  by a  man who i s  now w e a l th y  and r e s p e c t e d ;  b u t  he  h a s  n o t
made p eace  w i th  h i s  enemy. He h a s  p r e s e r v e d  h i s  p r i d e  and h i s  hope
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t o  t h e  l a s t ,  and s t i l l  c o n s i d e r s  h i m s e l f  dangerous® "
A t th e  e n d , th e  g r e a t  d i f f e r e n c e  be tw een  S o ln e s s  and Rubek, 
on  one h a n d , and Borkman, on t h e  o t h e r ,  i s  t h a t  Borkman i s  n o t  t o r n  
by c o n f l i c t i n g  c la im s  o f  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  t o  h i m s e l f  and t o  t h o s e  c l o s e  
t o  h im . He s e e s  s e l f - r e a l i z a t i o n  c l e a r l y  a s  h i s  p r o p e r  g o a l  and can  
a c c e p t  t h a t  g r e a t n e s s  h a s  i t s  p rice®  T h a t i s  why he d o es  n o t  l i v e  to  
r e g r e t  h i s  s a c r i f i c e  o f  lo v e  and h a p p in e s s  and th e  s a c r i f i c e  he  im­
posed  on E l l a  and Gunhild® T ru e ,  he h a s  awakened t o  th e  im p o r tan c e  
o f  E l l a ' s  lo v e  f o r  him , so t h a t  he now a sk s  h e r  t o  j o i n  h im  i n  h i s
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s e a r c h  f o r  th e  "way b a c k  t o  freedom  and l i f e  and h u m a n i ty ."  But
when th e y  have c l im b ed  h ig h  up i n  th e  f o r e s t ,  he  c la im s  t o  s e e  th e
smoke from  th e  s te a m e rs  on th e  f j o r d  and t o  h e a r  t h e  humming o f  th e
m ach ines  i n  th e  f a c t o r i e s  by th e  r i v e r . H is  g r e a t  dream i s  s t i l l
v e r y  much a  p a r t  o f  him:
My kingdom! . • . E l l a !  Do you see  th o s e  m o u n ta in s  f a r  away?
• • o T h a t i s  my i n f i n i t e  and i n e x h a u s t i b l e  kingdom,, .. • • I  
s ee  th o s e  v e i n s  o f  i r o n  o r e ,  s t r e t c h i n g  t h e i r  t w i s t i n g ,  
b ra n c h in g ,  e n t i c i n g  arms tow ards  me. . • . I  lo v e  y ou , t r e a ­
s u r e s  t h a t  c ra v e  f o r  l i f e ,  w i th  y o u r  b r i g h t  r e t i n u e  o f  power 
and g l o r y .  I  lo v e  you , lo v e  you , lo v e  y o u .
(A ct 4 ,  p p .  3 0 4 -0 5 .)
E l l a  knows t h a t  ev en  a f t e r  a l l  h i s  s u f f e r i n g  and th e  to rm e n t  she 
and G unhild  have  e n d u re d ,  Borkman i s  no l e s s  com m itted  to  h i s  m i s s i o n .  
"Y es ,  y o u r  lo v e  i s  s t i l l  b u r i e d  down t h e r e ,  J o h n , "  she  t e l l s  Borkman. 
And t h a t  i s  why she  p r o p h e s i e s  j u s t  b e f o r e  Borkman1s d e a t h ,  "You w i l l  
n e v e r  r i d e  t r iu m p h a n t  i n t o  y o u r  c o ld  kingdom" (A ct 4 ,  p .  305) .
P e rh ap s  i t  i s  b e c a u se  Borkman i s  n o t  h a u n te d  by a  g u i l t y  c o n ­
s c ie n c e  f o r  th e  s a c r i f i c e s  he demanded o f  o t h e r s  ( a s  S o ln e s s  and 
Rubek a r e )  t h a t  I b s e n  d e n ie s  him th e  k in d  o f  t r iu m p h  b o th  S o ln e s s  and 
Rubek seem t o  e x p e r i e n c e  i n  t h e i r  moment o f  d e a t h .  E l l a ' s  r e t u r n  
does  prompt Borkman to  a s s e r t  h im s e l f :  a f t e r  so  many y e a r s  o f  s e l f -
im posed i s o l a t i o n ,  he s t e p s  o u t  o f  th e  h o u se  and makes t h e  lo n g  w alk  
up th e  m o u n ta in .  T h is  moment o f  freedom  i s  a  b r i e f  p e a c e ,  n o t  a  
v i c t o r y .  Then Borkman i s  g r ip p e d  by th e  c o l d ,  by " a  hand o f  i r o n , "  
he  s a y s .  L ik e  S o ln e s s  and Rubek, he  d i e s  up on th e  h e i g h t s ,  b u t  t h e  
s u g g e s t i o n  i s  t h a t  he  i s  d rag g ed  down be low  r a t h e r  t h a n  s t r u c k  from  
a b o v e .  T h is  may be more th a n  th e  f i t t i n g  end f o r  a  m i n e r ' s  so n ;  i t  
may be I b s e n ' s  way o f  d e a l i n g  h a r s h l y  w i th  Borkman by p u l l i n g  h im  down
f u r t h e r  th a n  th e  o t h e r s  a t  t h e  end b e c a u se  o f  th e  e n o rm ity  o f  h i s
68" c r im e "  and h i s  f a i l u r e  t o  q u e s t i o n  h i s  own " A l l  o r  Nought" demand.
I t  i s  i n t e r e s t i n g  t o  n o te  t h a t  v iew ed  from  t h e  K ie r k e g a a r d ia n  
p e r s p e c t i v e  ( s e e  n o te  # 4 5 ) ,  Borkman i s  more o f  an  e x i s t e n t i a l  h e ro  
t h a n  e i t h e r  S o ln e s s  o r  Rubek, Whereas th e  l a t t e r  two l i v e  t o  r e g r e t  
t h e i r  s a c r i f i c e  and o th e r s *  s a c r i f i c e s  o f  lo v e  and h a p p in e s s  f o r  them , 
Borkman re m a in s  com m itted  t o  h i s  " c h o i c e , "  ev en  a t  th e  e n d .
F i n a l l y ,  th e  h i s t o r y  o f  J o h n  G a b r i e l  Borkman, w i th  i t s  K ie r k e ­
g a a r d i a n  o v e r t o n e s ,  b r i n g s  us  b a ck  t o  t h e  s t o r y  o f  B ra n d .  A c co rd in g
t o  V a le n c y ,  "o n e  m igh t say  he j l b s e n j  s t r u g g l e d  w i th  B rand  f o r  t h i r t y
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y e a r s ;  b u t  he n e v e r  su cc e ed e d  i n  s h a k in g  h im  o f f . "  I  t h i n k  V a len cy  
i s  r i g h t  when he s e e s  B rand i n  I b s e n ' s  l a t e r  p l a y s ,  b u t  he  i s  wrong 
t o  c o n s t r u e  t h i s  h a u n t in g  f i g u r e  a s  t h e  s p e c t r e  o f  " r e s o l u t e  i d e a l i s m , "  
F o r  i t  i s  w i th  th e  p ro b lem  o f  g r e a t n e s s ,  n o t  i d e a l i s m ,  t h a t  I b s e n  
s t r u g g l e d  f o r  so  lo n g .  He d id  n o t  l a y  b a r e  th e  p e r s o n a l  h i s t o r i e s  o f  
S o ln e s s ,  Borkman, and Rubek— t h e i r  g r e a t n e s s ,  f l a w e d ,  and t h e i r  s u f ­
f e r i n g  a s  w e l l  a s  th e  s u f f e r i n g  th e y  c a u s e d — sim p ly  t o  show t h a t
I d e a l i s m  won’ t  work i n  " t h e  r e a l  w o r l d C l e a r l y ,  f o r  m ost o f  u s ,
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l i f e  i s  l i v e d  ' ’somewhere be tw een  A l l  and N o th in g ,"  b u t  w hat o f  t h e
e x c e p t i o n a l  c a se s?  They have  a  s p e c i a l  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  t o  th e m s e lv e s
72
and t h e i r  m is s i o n ,  and t h e i r  p a th s  l e a d  "beyond  h a p p i n e s s , "  The 
p r i c e  o f  g r e a t n e s s  may be e x o r b i t a n t ,  b u t  p e rh a p s  i t  i s  w o r th  p a y in g  
t o  be a d m i t te d  i n t o  t h a t  s p e c i a l  company.
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9
H alvdan  K oh t,  L i f e  o f  I b s e n  (O s lo ,  N orw ay: H. A schehaug 6c
C o . ,  1 9 5 4 ) .  T r a n s ,  and e d .  E in a r  Haugen an d  4 .  E . S a n ta n i e l l©  (New 
Y ork: B en jam in  Blom, I n c . ,  1 9 7 1 ) .  T h is  i s  t h e  f i r s t  E n g l i s h  t r a n s l a ­
t i o n  o f  K o h t ' s  1954 r e v i s e d ,  one-vo lum e b io g ra p h y  o f  I b s e n .
^^M ichae l M eyer, I b s e n : A B iog raphy  (G arden  C i t y ,  New Y ork;
D oubleday  6c C o . ,  I n c . ,  1 9 7 1 ) .
H " N o t  Women's L i b , "  The New R e p u b l ic . O c t .  2 3 ,  1971 , p p .  2 2 -2 3 .
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N otes to  pages 4 -7
By s o c i a l - p o l i t i c a l  c o n c e rn ,  we mean an  a t t e m p t  t o  c r i t i ­
c a l l y  a s s e s s  s o c i a l  and p o l i t i c a l  i n s t i t u t i o n s ;  by  m o ra l  c o n c e rn ,  we 
mean an  a t t e m p t  t o  c r i t i c a l l y  a s s e s s  th e  i n d i v i d u a l ' s  m o ra l  o b l i g a ­
t i o n s  t o  h im s e l f  and t o  o th e r s *
^ D r i v e r ,  R om antic  Q u est  and Modern Q u e ry , p ,  161*
^ S u c h  s t u d i e s  in c lu d e :  D avid  G ren e ,  R e a l i t y  and th e  H e ro ic
P a t t e r n : L a s t  P la y s  o f  I b s e n .  S h a k e sp e a re ,  and S o p h o c le s  (C h icago :
U n i v e r s i t y  o f  C hicago  P r e s s ,  19 6 7 );  O r le y  I* H o l t a n ,  M ythic P a t t e r n s  
i n  I b s e n ' s  L a s t  P la y s  (M in n e a p o l i s :  U n i v e r s i t y  o f  M in n eso ta  P r e s s ,
1 9 7 0 ) ;  Kenneth M uir,  L a s t  P e r io d s  o f  S h a k e sp e a re ,  R a c in e ,  I b s e n  (De­
t r o i t :  Wayne S t a t e  U n i v e r s i t y  P r e s s ,  1961)*
^ S e e ,  f o r  exam ple: The C o l l e c t e d  Works o f  H e n r ik  I b s e n , rev*
and ed* W il l ia m  A rc h e r  (New Y ork: C h a r le s  S c r i b n e r ' s  S o n s ,  1907) , XI,
r p t*  i n  H e n r ik  I b s e n : The L a s t  P l a y s , t r a n s  * W il l ia m  A rc h e r  (New York
H i l l  and Wang, 1 9 5 9 ) ,  p p . '7 3 -7 7 ,  153-56 ; B ra d b ro o k ,  p p .  123-47 ; D r iv e r  
pp* 188-90 ; Hans H e ib e r g ,  I b s e n : A P o r t r a i t  o f  t h e  A r t i s t , t r a n s .
J o a n  T a te ( C o r a l  G a b le s ,  F l o r i d a :  U n i v e r s i t y  o f  Miami P r e s s ,  1969) ,
p p .  264-96*
16M eyer, I b s e n ,  p p .  6 9 8 -9 9 , 7 4 6 -4 7 , 786; M u ir ,  L a s t  P e r i o d s ,
p p .  9 5 -9 6 .
17Hermann J* Weigand, The Modern Ibsen: A Reconsideration
(1 9 2 5 ; r p t .  Freeport, New York: Libraries Press, 1 9 7 0 ) ,  p .  375*
18M ich ae l  W* Kaufman, ’’N i e t z s c h e ,  Georg B ra n d e s ,  and I b s e n ' s  
The M a s te r  B u i l d e r , ” Comp. Drama, 6 ( F a l l  1 9 7 2 ) ,  1 6 9 -8 6 .  I t  s h o u ld  
be n o te d  t h a t  Kaufman goes  on t o  show how I b s e n  a t t a c k s  some o f  
N i e t z s c h e ' s  fu n d a m e n ta l  t e n e t s  and u l t i m a t e l y  r e j e c t s  a s  im p o s s ib le  
th e  c e l e b r a t e d  N ie tz s c h e a n  freedom  from th e  p a s t  and ach ie v e m en t  o f  
" s e l f - t r a n s c e n d e n c e . "  Kaufman s u g g e s t s  t h a t  I b s e n  h a s  t o  r e j e c t  
N i e t z s c h e ' s  i d e a s  b e c a u se  he  j lb sen j a r r i v e s  a t  th e  p a r a d o x i c a l  co n ­
c l u s i o n  t h a t  " t r a n s c e n d e n c e  i s  a t  once th e  h e r o i c  d e f i n i t i o n  and th e  
a n n i h i l a t i o n  o f  th e  s e l f . "
19The G re a t  G a tsb y  (New York: C h a r le s  S c r i b n e r ' s  S ons , 1925),
p .  2 ; The L a s t  Tycoon (New York: C h a r le s  S c r i b n e r ' s  S ons , 1 9 4 1 ) ,  p . 20
20Jam es W* M cF ar lan e ,  " R e v a lu a t io n s  o f  I b s e n , Ir I b s e n  and th e  
Temper o f  Norw egian L i t e r a t u r e  (London: O xford  U n i v e r s i t y  P r e s s ,
19 6 0 ) ,  r p t .  i n  D i s c u s s i o n s , p p .  1 9 -2 7 .
^^M uir, p .  91 .
^ T h i s  i s  n o t  a  c o n f l i c t  be tw een  freedom  and r e s p o n s i b i l i t y ,  
f o r  ev en  i f  he were " f r e e d "  from  h i s  commitments t o  o t h e r s ,  th e  excep­
t i o n a l  p e r s o n  would s t i l l  c a r r y  a  b u rd e n  o f  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  t o  h i m s e l f .  
He c a n  n e v e r  be r e a l l y  " f r e e . "
N otes to  pages 7-10
^ A .  R. Thompson, " I b s e n  a s  P s y c h o a n a to m is t , "  ETJ, 3 (1 9 5 1 ) ,
34-39 .
24V alency  f a i l s  t o  make t h i s  d i s t i n c t i o n .  H is  r e f e r e n c e  t o  
I b s e n ’ s h e r o e s '  "co m p le te  d e v o t io n  to  d u ty "  d o es  n o t  r i n g  t r u e  t o  th e  
p l a y s ,  and he  i s  l e d  by t h i s  t o  an  i n a c c u r a t e  r e d u c t i o n  o f  t h e  h e r o ’s 
"com plex  s i t u a t i o n "  t o  " p e rh a p s  n o th i n g  more th a n  t h e  t r a d i t i o n a l  c o n ­
f l i c t  o f  lo v e  and d u ty ,  t h e  m a in s ta y  o f  t h e  s e v e n t e e n t h - c e n t u r y  
t h e a t r e . "  (He does  go on t o  s u g g e s t  t h a t  t h e  c o n f l i c t  i s  more com­
p l i c a t e d  by I b s e n ' s  day b e c a u s e  "m o ra l  o u t l i n e s  . . . have  become 
b l u r r e d "  and t h e  h e r o ’ s p a th  no lo n g e r  l e a d s  c l e a r l y  t o  s a c r i f i c e ,  
n o b i l i t y ,  and g l o r y .  See M au rice  V a len cy , The F low er and t h e  C a s t l e : 
An I n t r o d u c t i o n  t o  Modem Drama (New York: G r o s s e t k  D un lap , 1 9 6 3 ) ,
p p .  2 3 1 -3 2 .
25H e n r ik  I b s e n ,  " G h o s t s , "  i n  G h o sts  an d  T h ree  O th e r  P l a y s , 
t r a n s .  M ich ae l  Meyer (Garden C i t y ,  New York: A nchor Books, 1 9 6 6 ) ,
A c t  1 ,  p .  151.
26H e n r ik  I b s e n ,  "The M a s te r  B u i l d e r , " i n  When We Dead Awaken 
and T hree  O th e r  P l a y s , t r a n s .  M ich a e l  Meyer (G arden C i t y ,  New York: 
A nchor Books, I 9 6 0 ) ,  A c t 1, p .  153; A c t  2 , p .  171. S u b seq u en t  c i t a ­
t i o n s  from  The M a s te r  B u i l d e r  w i l l  a p p e a r  i n  t h e  t e x t  and w i l l  r e f e r  
o n ly  to  t h i s  e d i t i o n  o f  t h e  p l a y .  (T here  may b e  s l i g h t  v a r i a t i o n  i n  
p a g i n a t i o n  o r  i n  t h e  t e x t  i n  s u c c e s s i v e  p r i n t i n g s . )
27V alency  seems t o  draw  t h i s  c o n c l u s i o n :  " I b s e n  was e s s e n ­
t i a l l y  a  p o e t  o f  l o v e ” (The F lo w er and th e  C a s t l e , p .  2 3 3 ) .
In  t h e  f i n a l  a n a l y s i s  o f  t h i s  c r u c i a l  q u e s t i o n ,  I  d i f f e r  
w i t h  V a le n c y ’ s i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  a s  p r e s e n t e d  i n  The F lo w er and th e  
C a s t l e . I  a g re e  w i th  h i s  p e r c e p t i o n  o f  I b s e n ’ s  w o r ld  a s  one i n  
w hich  " th e  l o s s  o f  lo v e  i s  an  i r r e p a r a b l e  d i s a s t e r , "  b u t  I  c a n n o t  
c o n c lu d e  w i t h  V a lency  t h a t  i n  I b s e n ' s  "w o rld  o r d e r ,  h a p p in e s s  i s  th e  
o n ly  l o g i c a l l y  d e f e n s i b l e  g o a l . "  (At l e a s t ,  t h i s  I s  n o t  so f o r  t h e  
e x c e p t i o n a l  p e r s o n . )  I t  may b e ,  a s  V a lency  a s s e r t s ,  t h a t  " i n  a  
w o r ld  w here  a l l  e l s e  i s  v a n i t y ,  lo v e  a lo n e  c an  e n s u r e  some m easu re  
o f  h a p p i n e s s , "  b u t  t h i s  k in d  o f  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  assum es " h a p p in e s s "  t o  
b e  t h e  g o a l ;  w h ereas  we a r e  s u g g e s t in g  h e r e  a  d i f f e r e n t  g o a l  o f  s e l f -  
f u l f i l l m e n t  f o r  th o s e  s p e c i a l l y  g i f t e d ,  and t h e  s t r i v i n g  to w ard s  t h i s  
g o a l  seems o f t e n  t o  c o n f l i c t  d i r e c t l y  w i th  " h a p p i n e s s . "  (Q u o ta t io n s  
from V a lency  a p p e a r  on p .  2 3 3 . )
29 "The f o u r  l a s t  p l a y s  o f  I b s e n  a r e  a s  s h a r p l y  d i v id e d  from  
h i s  e a r l i e r  work a s  t h e  f o u r  l a s t  p l a y s  o f  S h a k e sp e a re "  (B rad b ro o k , 
p .  1 2 5 ) .
30H en r ik  I b s e n : A C r i t i c a l  A n th o lo g y , p .  171.
^ " L i t t l e  E y o l f"  i n  The L a s t  P l a y s , A c t  1 ,  p .  17. 
^ ^The M odem I b s e n , p .  360.
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V a le n c y ,  p p 0 214-15®
34I t  i s  n o t  d i f f i c u l t ,  how ever, t o  see  L i t t l e  E y o l f  as  p a r t  
o f  Ibsen*  s f i n a l  s e r i e s  o f  p l a y s .  The f a m i l i a r  e le m e n ts  a r e  t h e r e — 
g u i l t  and r e c r i m i n a t i o n ,  com m unication  breakdown i n  m a r r i a g e ,  prob lem s 
o f  m o ra l  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y - m i x e d  w ith  th e  heavy  sym bolism  o f  I b s e n ' s  
l a t e r  w r i t i n g  ( e s p e c i a l l y  i n  th e  f i g u r e  o f  th e  R at W if e ) . But u n l ik e  
th e  p la y s  we a r e  s tu d y in g  h e r e ,  E y o l f  p o r t r a y s  " a  man w i th  a  s t r o n g  
s en se  o f  v o c a t i o n ,  b u t  no v o c a t i o n . "  I t  i s  th e  d e a th  o f  E y o l f  t h a t  
f o r c e s  A llm ers  " t o  lo o k  o u t s i d e  h im s e l f  f o r  a  m is s io n  w i th  which to  
j u s t i f y  h i s  e x i s t e n c e "  (V a len cy ,  p p . 2 1 3 - 1 4 ) .
As th e  c a t a l y s t  to  th e  a c t i o n  o f  th e  p l a y ,  th e  R a t  W ife , un­
l i k e  H i ld e ,  E l l a ,  and I r e n e ,  i s  a p u r e ly  sy m b o lic  f o r c e  e x t e r n a l  t o  th e  
r e a l  w orld  o f  th e  play® F or a f u r t h e r  c o n s i d e r a t i o n  o f  th e  s i m i l a r i ­
t i e s  and d i f f e r e n c e s  among th e s e  c a t a l y t i c  f i g u r e s ,  see  R ic h a rd  Schech- 
n e r ,  "The U nexpec ted  V i s i t o r  i n  I b s e n * s  L a te  P l a y s , "  ETJ, 14, No. 2 
(May 196 2 ) ,  120 -27 , r p t .  i n  I b s e n : A C o l l e c t i o n  o f  C r i t i c a l  E s s a y s ,
ed® R o l f  F j e l d e  (Englewood C l i f f s ,  N . J . :  P r e n t i c e - H a l l ,  I n c . ,  1965),
p p .  1 5 8 -6 8 .
^ V a l e n c y ,  p .  2 31 .
36To d e te rm in e  w h e th e r  t h i s  e f f e c t  m eets  th e  A r i s t o t e l i a n  
c r i t e r i a  f o r  " t r a g e d y , "  o r  " t r a g e d y "  as  o th e r w is e  d e f i n e d ,  i s  o u t ­
s id e  th e  scope o f  t h i s  p a p e r .  T here  have  been  numerous s t u d i e s  o f  
th e  p o s s i b i l i t i e s  f o r  " t r a g e d y "  i n  modern drama— f o r  exam ple , E ld e r  
O lso n ,  Tragedy and th e  Theory  o f  Drama ( D e t r o i t :  Wayne S t a t e  U n iv e r ­
s i t y  p r e s s ,  1 9 6 1 )- - a n d  th e  q u e s t i o n  o f  w h e th e r  I b s e n  d i d ,  in d e e d ,  
w r i t e  " t r a g e d i e s " — f o r  exam ple , S v e r re  A r e s t a d ,  " I b s e n ’ s C o ncep t o f  
T rag e d y ,"  PMLA, 74 (Ju n e  1 9 5 9 ) ,  2 8 5 -9 7 , and V a le n c y ’ s d i s c u s s i o n  o f  
I b s e n ’ s h e ro e s  (p p .  1 1 8 -2 3 7 ) .
^ M e y e r ,  p .  2 7 4 .
^ B e c a u s e  I b s e n  was so w ithdraw n and i s o l a t e d  a f i g u r e ,  th e  
c u r i o s i t y  o f  h i s  p u b l i c  rem a in ed  u n s a t i s f i e d  u n t i l  a f t e r  h i s  d e a th ,  
when h i s  f r i e n d  Georg B ran d es  p u b l i s h e d  l e t t e r s  o f  I b s e n  (1889-90 )  to  
a  young g i r l  named E m il ie  B a rd a c h .  From t h i s  c o r re sp o n d e n c e  and d i a r y  
e x t r a c t s  t h a t  E m il ie  l a t e r  made a v a i l a b l e ,  I b s e n ' s  summer o f  1889 a t  
G o ssen sa ss  and h i s  r e l a t i o n s h i p  w i th  th e  young g i r l  he met t h e r e  c o u ld  
be d ev e lo p ed  i n t o  a  f a s c i n a t i n g  s t o r y .  I b s e n ' s  i n t e r e s t  i n  E m il ie  B a r ­
d a ch ,  and h i s  s u b se q u e n t  a c q u a in ta n c e  w i th  H e lene  R a f f ,  H i ld u r  A nder­
s e n ,  and Rosa F i t i n g o f f ,  s u g g e s te d  a  d e f i n i t e  l i n k  w i th  th e  s p e c i a l  
bond betw een  H a lv a rd  S o ln e s s  and H i ld e  Wangel i n  The M a s te r  B u i ld e r  
(M eyer, I n t r o d u c t i o n  to  The M as te r  B u i l d e r , p p .  1 1 1 -2 9 ) .
39H o l t a n ' s  a p p l i c a t i o n  o f  th e  m y th ic  p a t t e r n  o f  th e  d y in g  
k in g  to  S o ln e s s  works n i c e l y  b e ca u se  i t  p i v o t s  on th e  f a m i l i a r  c h a l ­
le n g e  t o  th e  o ld  k in g  o r  god t h a t  i s  made by th e  new. I  do n o t ,  how­
e v e r  s u b s c r ib e  t o  a m y th ic  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  o f  th e  whole p l a y ,  w i th  
H i ld e  r e g a rd e d  a s  a Norn who p r e s i d e s  o v e r  S o ln e ss*  d e a t h .  I  b e l i e v e  
a  l a r g e l y  p s y c h o lo g i c a l  ap p ro ach  t o  th e  p la y  i s  l e s s  l i m i t i n g  and 
more j u s t i f i a b l e .
N otes to  pages 15-18
T h is  i s  em phasized  when H i ld e  i s  l a t e r  g iv e n  one o f  th e  
t h r e e  unused  n u r s e r i e s  a s  h e r  room 0 "You m ust have  h e a p s  o f  c h i l ­
d r e n , "  she s a y s .  "N o,"  answ ers  S o ln e s s ,  "We have  no c h i l d r e n .  B ut 
now you c an  be th e  c h i l d  h e r e  f o r  a  w h ile "  (A ct 1, p ,  1 5 3 ) ,
41J e n s  Arup and James W« M cF ar lan e ,  t r a n s , ,  Jam es W. McFar­
l a n e ,  e d , ,  The O xford  I b s e n , V II  (London: O xford  U n i v e r s i t y  P r e s s ,
1 9 6 6 ) ,  2 1 .
# A
As d i r e c t  e v id e n c e  o f  t h i s ,  we have th e  f o l l o w in g  ex ch an g e :
H i l d e ,  "What do you want from me?"
S o l n e s s .  "Your y o u th ,  H i l d e . "
H i ld e  s m i l e s , "Y o u th ,  which you a r e  so f r i g h t e n e d  o f ? ”
S o ln e s s  nods s l o w l y . "And w h ich , i n  my h e a r t ,  I  lo n g  f o r . "
(A ct 2 , p .  1 8 7 .)
43 S o ln ess*  t a l k  t o  H i ld e  a b o u t  h i s  " h e l p e r s "  and " s e r v e r s "  
r a i s e s  f o r  us th e  m a t t e r  o f  I b s e n * s  c o n c e rn  w i th  t r o l l s ,  a  c o n c e rn  
t h a t  r e a c h e s  as  f a r  b a ck  as P e e r  G y n t . On t h i s  s u b j e c t ,  Meyer ob­
s e r v e s :  " T r o l l s ,  p r o p e r ly  u n d e r s to o d ,  a r e  n o t  mere g o b l i n s  b u t ,  a s
P r o f e s s o r  F r a n c i s  B u l l  h a s  w r i t t e n :  ' t h e  e v i l  f o r c e s  o f  N a tu re  . . .
embodying and s y m b o l iz in g  th o s e  powers o f  e v i l ,  h id d e n  i n  th e  s o u l  o f  
man, which may a t  t im e s  s u p p re s s  h i s  c o n s c io u s  w i l l  and d o m ina te  h i s  
a c t i o n s .  . . .  By e v e r  p a n d e r in g  to  h i s  e v i l  i n s t i n c t s  and d e s i r e s  
th e y  have come to  be r e a l l y  h i s  r u l e r s - - m y s t e r i o u s  powers t h a t  make 
him  a f r a i d  o f  h i m s e l f . ' "  Thus, Meyer s e e s  i n  P e e r  Gynt a s t r u g g l e  
b e tw een  " m a n 's  d e e p e r  s e l f  and h i s  a n im a l ,  o r  t r o l l ,  s e l f  . • ."
(p p .  2 7 2 -7 3 ) .
P e rh a p s  th e  c r i s i s  th ro u g h  which S o ln e s s  p a s s e s  to  h i s  d e a th  
can  be a p p ro ach ed  as  h i s  s t r u g g l e  w i th  th e  t r o l l  w i t h i n ,  H i ld e  b r i n g i n g  
o u t  h i s  " t r o l l  s e l f "  o r  b e in g ,  in d e e d ,  h i s  " t r o l l  s e l f "  e x t e r n a l i z e d .
44B r ia n  W. Downs, I b s e n : The I n t e l l e c t u a l  Background (Cam­
b r id g e :  The U n i v e r s i t y  P r e s s ,  1 9 4 6 ) ,  p p .  9 1 -9 2 .
^ T h e  se n se  o f  m is s io n  w i th  which I b s e n  i s  so c o n c e rn e d  i n  The 
M as te r  B u i ld e r  (a s  he i s  i n  B rand ) i n e v i t a b l y  b r i n g s  t o  mind th e  work 
o f  th e  S c a n d in a v ia n  p h i lo s o p h e r ,  S ^ ren  K ie r k e g a a r d .  The S p a n is h  e x i s ­
t e n t i a l i s t  M iguel Unamuno goes so f a r  a s  to  a s s e r t  t h a t  " ' a  t h i n g  we 
can  be s u re  o f  i s  t h a t  u n d e r ly in g  I b s e n ' s  drama i s  th e  th e o lo g y  o f  
K ie r k e g a a r d .  . . B ra n d , I b s e n ' s  B rand , i s  h i s  [K ie rk e g a a rd ' sj r e f l e c ­
t i o n  i n  d ra m a t ic  a r t ,  and a s  lo n g  as  B rand e n d u re s  K ie rk e g a a rd  w i l l  
e n d u r e .  "* (The q u o t a t i o n  from Unamuno was t r a n s l a t e d  by S t u a r t  G ross  
i n  P e r p l e x i t i e s  and P a ra d o x e s  [New York: P h i l o s o p h i c a l  L i b r a r y ,  1945}
p .  51, and a p p e a rs  in  F o r r e s t  Wood's a r t i c l e ,  " K ie r k e g a a r d i a n  L ig h t  
on I b s e n ' s  B ra n d ,"  P e r s o n . , 51 [1970} , 3 9 3 -4 0 0 .)
A c co rd in g  to  M eyer, when Ib s e n  was a sk e d  a b o u t  K i e r k e g a a r d 's  
i n f l u e n c e  on h i s  w r i t i n g ,  he  " r e p l i e d  t e s t i l y  t h a t  he had ' r e a d  l i t t l e  
o f  K ie rk e g a a rd  and u n d e r s to o d  l e s s * "  ( p .  1 7 6 ) .  B u t,  a s  Meyer goes on 
t o  show, " K i e r k e g a a r d ' s  i d e a s  were everyw here  i n  th e  a i r  a ro u n d  I b s e n  
d u r in g  th e  l a t t e r * s  f o r m a t iv e  y e a r s  an d , b o re d  and p u z z le d  a s  he  may
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have been  by K ie rk e g a a rd * s  p h i l o s o p h i c a l  p r o c e s s e s ,  he m ust have 
found many o f  h i s  own h a l f - f o r m e d  th o u g h ts  c r y s t a l l i z e d  t h e r e "  ( p 0 1 7 7 ) o
W hile we c a n n o t  d i s r e g a r d  th e  p o s s i b l i t y  o f  K ie r k e g a a r d 1s i n ­
f l u e n c e  on I b s e n ,  a  f u r t h e r  i n v e s t i g a t i o n  o f  th e  m a t t e r  i s  n o t  f e a s i b l e  
h e r e  n o r  i s  i t  e s s e n t i a l  t o  t h i s  s t u d y .  I t  i s  i n t e r e s t i n g  t o  n o t e ,  
how ever, a s  V a len cy  p o i n t s  o u t  (p p .  1 2 7 -2 9 ) ,  t h a t  I b s e n 1s h e ro e s  a r e  
n o t  r e a l l y  e x i s t e n t i a l  h e r o e s  and i t  would be a  m is ta k e  t o  t h i n k  o f  
I b s e n  as  a  K ie r k e g a a r d i a n .  We see  t h i s  i n  B ran d , who d e s t r o y s  h i m s e l f  
i n  th e  p r o c e s s  o f  r e a l i z i n g  h i m s e l f  and in  S o l n e s s ,  who l i v e s  to  doub t 
th e  c h o ic e  he h a s  made and to  r e g r e t  what he h a s  m issed  i n  l i f e  (which 
r e p u d i a t e s  th e  e x i s t e n t i a l  n o t io n  o f  c h o i c e - - s e e  StfSren K ie rk e g a a rd ,  
E i t h e r - O r , A Fragm ent o f  L i f e , t r a n s .  D» L . Swenson |P r i n c e t o n ,  1944-J . )
46H o l ta n ,  M ythic  P a t t e r n s , p p . 1 0 9 -1 0 .
47 The im pac t o f  th e  e n d in g  o f  th e  p l a y ,  how ever, r e s t s  w ith  
H i ld e ,  f o r  i t  i s , th ro u g h  h e r  e y es  t h a t  we m ust s e e  th e  f i n a l  moments 
and e x p e r i e n c e  f i r s t  S o l n e s s 1 c l im b ,  th e n  h i s  t e r r i b l e  f a l l .  When she 
p r o c la im s ,  "B u t he g o t  r i g h t  t o  th e  to p !  And I  h e a r d  h a r p s  i n  th e  
a i r l  . . .  My--my m a s t e r  b u i l d e r ! "  (Act 3 ,  p .  2 1 6 ) ,  we s e n se  th e  
tr iu m p h  o f  S o ln ess*  l a s t  m in u te s .  The e n d in g  i s  e f f e c t i v e  b e ca u se  we 
have come t o  a c c e p t  H i ld e  and c a n ,  t h e r e f o r e ,  b e l i e v e  i n  and a c c e p t  
what we see  th ro u g h  h e r  e y e s .  T h is  may e x p l a i n  why I b s e n  gave h e r  
su ch  a  p ro m in en t  r o l e  i n  th e  p l a y .
48B u i ld in g  " c a s t l e s  i n  th e  a i r  . . . on a  t r u e  f o u n d a t io n "
(A ct 3 ,  p .  204) c e r t a i n l y  seems a  c o n t r a d i c t o r y  n o t i o n ,  b u t  i t  h a s  
d e f i n i t e  meaning and a s s o c i a t i o n s  w i t h i n  th e  c o n t e x t  o f  th e  p l a y .  I t  
s u g g e s t s  a g a in  a c h ie v in g  th e  im p o s s ib le ,  w ork ing  on th e  g ran d  d e s ig n  
o f  a n o b le  s t r u c t u r e  t h a t  r i s e s  f a r  above e v e r y t h i n g  and e v e ry o n e ,  
y e t  i s  somehow f i r m ly  r o o t e d  i n  r e a l i t y .
49G re n e , R e a l i t y  and t h e  H e ro ic  P a t t e r n , p . 2 7 .
“^ H e n r i k  I b s e n ,  "When We Dead Awaken," i n  When We Dead Awaken 
and Three O th e r  P l a y s , A c t 1 , p .  3 34 . S u b seq u en t  c i t a t i o n s  from When 
We Dead Awaken w i l l  a p p e a r  i n  t h e  t e x t  and w i l l  r e f e r  o n ly  t o  t h i s  
e d i t i o n  o f  th e  p l a y .
51 I  t h i n k  one h a s  t o  be c a r e f u l  h e r e  n o t  to  m is c o n s t r u e  o r  b e ­
l i t t l e  th e  c h o ic e  Rubek m ade. He d id  n o t  r e a l l y  come o u t  o f  th e  " raw , 
damp c e l l a r "  f o r  m a t e r i a l  i n t e r e s t s ;  th e  c o n f l i c t  w i t h i n  h im  goes 
d e ep ,  a s  e v id e n c e d  by th e  f o l l o w in g  r e v e l a t i o n  to  Maja: " .  . . i t
su d d e n ly  o c c u r re d  t o  me t h a t  a l l  t h i s  t a l k  a b o u t  th e  t a s k  o f  th e  a r t i s t  
and th e  v o c a t i o n  o f  th e  a r t i s t  was em pty, h o l lo w ,  and m e a n in g le s s "
(A ct 2 ,  p .  3 5 4 ) .
^^V a len cy , p .  2 2 6 .
"^Thompson, " I b s e n  a s  P s y c h o a n a to m is t . ,r
^ V a l e n c y ,  p .  2 3 4 .
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H o l ta n ,  p .  171 .
^ ^V a len cy , p .  234.
^ H e n r i k  I b s e n ,  " Jo h n  G a b r i e l  Borkm an," i n  When We Dead Awaken 
and T hree  O th e r  P l a y s , A ct 2 ,  p .  262 . S u b seq u en t  c i t a t i o n s  from  Jo h n  
G a b r i e l  Borkman w i l l  a p p e a r  i n  th e  t e x t  and w i l l  r e f e r  o n ly  t o  t h i s  
e d i t i o n  o f  th e  p l a y .
58M eyer, I n t r o d u c t i o n  t o  Jo h n  G a b r i e l  Borkman, p .  2 23 .
59B rad b ro o k , I b s e n ,  th e  N orw eg ian , p .  125 .
^ V a l e n c y ,  p .  2 20 .
^ M e y e r  comments on I b s e n ' s  c h o ic e  o f  B orkm an 's  name: "He
t o l d  h i s  d o c t o r ,  Edvard  B u l l ,  t h a t  he d e c id e d  on t h i s  l a s t  com bina­
t i o n  b e c a u se  th e  E n g l i s h  name Jo h n  would s u g g e s t  b i g  b u s i n e s s ,  w h i le  
t h a t  o f  G a b r i e l ,  th e  a r c h a n g e l ,  would s i g n i f y  power and g lo r y "  ( I n t r o ­
d u c t io n  to  J o h n  G a b r i e l  Borkman, p .  2 2 2 ) .
^ A l l  o f  t h i s  i s  p a r t i c u l a r l y  e f f e c t i v e  b e c a u s e  i t  i s  s a id  
long  b e f o r e  Borkman a p p e a r s  on th e  s t a g e  (n o t  u n t i l  A c t 2 ) .  Here  
I b s e n  u s e s  t o  th e  f u l l  t h e  te c h n iq u e  o f  th e  h e r o 1s g ran d  e n t r a n c e ,  
and c a r r i e s  i t  even  f u r t h e r  th a n  he d id  i n  The M as te r  B u i l d e r . A l l  
o f  A c t l  i s  a b o u t Borkman, b u t  he i s  n o t  t h e r e .  T h is  s u g g e s t s  how 
i m p o r t a n t l y  he f i g u r e s  i n  th e  l i v e s  o f  th o s e  on s ta g e h a n d ,  a t  th e  
same t im e ,  h i s  ab sen ce  h e i g h te n s  th e  d ra m a t ic  e f f e c t  o f  h i s  a p p e a ra n c e  
i n  A ct 2 .
63
H o l ta n ,  p .  136.
^ T h e r e f o r e ,  I  c a n n o t  a g re e  t h a t  "B orkm an’ s m is ta k e n  c h o ic e  
i s  c o n t r a s t e d  to  t h a t  o f  h i s  son  E r h a r t "  b e ca u se  E r h a r t  c h o o se s  l o v e .  
(See J u l e s  Z e n tn e r ,  " I b s e n ' s  p r o t a g o n i s t s - - T h e i r  P e r s o n a l  and S o c i a l  
R e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s , "  C ontem porary  A pproaches  t o  I b s e n , e d .  A lex  B o lc k -  
mans, e t . a l  [Oslo: U n i v e r s i t e t s f o r l a g e t , 1 9 6 6 J r ”"p« 6 7 . )  The f a c t
t h a t  E r h a r t  and Fanny W il to n  ta k e  l i t t l e  F r i d a  F o l d a l  a lo n g  w i th  them  
so  t h a t ,  a c c o rd in g  to  M rs. W il to n ,  "when E r h a r t  i s  t i r e d  o f  me, and 
I  o f  h im , i t  w i l l  be good f o r  b o th  o f  us  t h a t  he sh o u ld  have  someone 
t o  f a l l  b ack  on , poo r boy" (A ct 2 ,  p .  2 9 2 ) ,  g iv e s  a  s a r d o n ic  to n e  t o  
th e  ro m a n t ic  d e p a r t u r e .
65
F o l lo w in g  Borkman, Rubek seems a  "shadow " o f  a  man. As 
James Jo y ce  p o i n t s  o u t ,  "Borkman i s  a l i v e ,  a c t i v e l y ,  e n e r g e t i c a l l y ,  
r e s t l e s s l y  a l i v e ,  a l l  th ro u g h  th e  p la y  t o  th e  e n d ,  when he d i e s ;  
w hereas  A rn o ld  Rubek i s  d e a d ,  a lm o s t  h o p e l e s s l y  d e a d ,  u n t i l  th e  e n d ,  
when he  comes to  l i f e "  (R. E llm ann  and E .  Mason, e d . ,  The C r i t i c a l  
E s s a y s  o f  James Jo y ce  [London: F a b e r  and F a b e r ,  1959j, r p t . as
" When We Dead Awaken" in  D i s c u s s i o n s , p p .  6 0 - 6 5 ) .
V alency, p . 220.
j l lo te s  to  p ages  38-39
^ B o rk m a n ’ s s t r a n g e  way o f  r e g a r d in g  th e  b u r i e d  r e s o u r c e s  
o f  th e  e a r t h  a s  " s p i r i t s "  t h a t  " s e r v e "  him  i s  l i k e  S o ln e s s*  t a l k  o f  
h a v in g  " h e l p e r s "  and " s e r v e r s  0,r T h is  l i k e n e s s  s u g g e s t s  a  k in d  o f  mad­
n e s s ,  i f  you w i l l ,  o r  o b s e s s i o n ,  t h a t  i s  s h a r e d  by t h e s e  two men#
6ftH o lta n  seems t o t h i n k  t h i s  i s  th e  c a s e  (p« 1 4 7 ) .
^ V a l e n c y ,  p .  135 o
70I b i d . ,  p .  134o
7^ I b i d 0, p 0 234»
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